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PREFACE
The arts allow vivid contact with exotic cultures. We can acquire a piece made by an artist whose way of life 
is very different from our own, carry it home and because the form, colors, materials and technique of manufac­
ture speak to us, feel that we possess it, that we understand it. But, although the visual arts give form to systems 
of communication, just how and what they communicate remains difficult to articulate. To begin, we must find 
ways of seeing the world through the eyes of the artist which is especially difficult when we in the modern West 
are overwhelmed by man-made visual stimuli so that each individual message loses some of its power to compel 
the senses and is in danger of being drowned in the general visual noise. When all aesthetic expression is contain­
ed in an embroidered collar, a pair of apron bands and a baby hat, these small pieces of cloth encompass allusions 
and significance we may well be too satiated to hear.
Visual anthropologists, despite much effort, are still groping to find general theories and methods appropriate 
for unravelling the many interwoven strands of meaning given form in the arts of peoples who do not have their 
own schools of art criticism, and for whom the graphic arts are quite secondary to the spoken or chanted word. 
Despite the lack of anthropological aids to the study of meanings in the visual arts, this publication is another 
attempt to plummet meanings in an exotic tradition, in this case, that of the decorated textiles of the Hmong peo­
ple from Laos. Traditionally, this textile tradition centered on costume decoration so that the art and conceptions 
about the nature of the person became intimately related. The textile decorations were and still are abstract, allowing 
few easy avenues for an outsider to approach their messages. But more recently, the Hmong artists have, in a 
sense, met us half way. They have begun to create embroideries for sale which try to illustrate the worlds they 
have brought with them from Laos.
These embroideries are generally known as story cloths in the United States, although this is not the way the 
Hmong themselves define this innovative embroidery. It is these story cloths which are the focus of the present 
publication, but they are not viewed only in their own right, but as an entree to ideas also given form in the 
traditional costume related textile decorations. As I will try to show, both the costume embroidery and the represen­
tational embroidery for sale center on the nature of Hmongness, what this implies and how it may be strengthen­
ed. The embroidery of the women and the silver smithing of the men enhance what Crystal has called, “the life 
soul” (1987) thereby helping to define the individual person, the family unit, and the ethnic group.
Representational embroidery is only five to ten years old for most of the Hmong displaced by war in Laos. 
But then, the Hmong, an aboriginal population from China, has had a long history of adjusting their way of life 
to changing circumstances while retaining their sense of ethnic uniqueness and traditional family values. Displac­
ed from earlier farms in the Yangtze Valley where their ancestors participated in developing Chinese civilization, 
they withdrew to such rugged areas as Guizhou Province, only to be scattered again about two hundred and fifty 
years ago by new initiatives from the Chinese government and the movement of non-Hmong onto their lands. 
In Laos they lived as unbidden guests in shifting villages among other ethnic groups in the mountains of the north­
ern area where they were unable to cement common dogmas and to retain the knowledge their ancestors had 
controlled in the past. Lacking a central gathering point, a place of pilgrimage or a geo-political focus, they became 
culturally impoverished, but in their traditions, hints of their rich and sophisticated past are clearly evident.
Many in the United States have tended to see the Hmong refugees simply as displaced montagnards who have 
never participated in a literary, city oriented society before. At the University of Minnesota which has been at 
the forefront of Hmong Refugee studies, these began in the Native American Studies Department and not under 
the Oriental Languages Department. This has resulted in a downplaying of the elements Hmong traditions share 
with Chinese civilization, for instance, their ceremonial language paj lug contains many Chinese words. The Hmong 
I have spoken to are keenly aware of their roots in China repeatedly advising me to look to Chinese material 
to gain a further understanding of their beliefs and myths.
During the recent Vietnam conflict Hmong groups fought along side United States special forces against com­
munist insurgents in Laos. Other Hmong groups sided with the Pathet Lao, the anti-government forces. With
the communist victory, many Hmong have fled across the Mekong River to Thailand. Thousands have found 
new homes in the United States, Australia, even French Guiana. Many still live in mountain villages in Southeast 
Asia and related peoples live in southern and western China. Many are still eking out an existence in the refugee 
camps.
Wherever they now live, older Hmong women delight in embroidery, fabricating the traditional costumes and 
making pieces for sale. Due to so much relocation, and interference by well meaning advisors, the embroideries 
for sale are changing rapidly. Thus, the representational pieces available in 1986 may no longer be made in a 
few years as market conditions change and, more importantly, as the world view which underlies the embroideries 
shifts. It is for this reason that the Brunswick Center for Contemporary Arts, a non-profit organization of artists 
and art lovers in Missoula, asked Susan M. Lindbergh and myself to guest curate a traveling exhibit of story 
cloths for them. The purpose for the exhibit was two-fold: (1) to acquaint Montana audiences with this vivid 
and colorful art form, while at the same time explaining some aspects of Laotian Hmong culture; and (2) to col­
lect a fairly representative sample of embroideries sold by one specific group of women spanning a period of 
time from the first appearance of these story cloths until the fall of 1986.
My assumption is that the embroideries offered for sale by different groups of Hmong in the United States 
are not necessarily uniform. Different groups of women draw for their merchandise on their own relatives or 
commercial sources in the Thai refugee camps where the majority of the pieces for sale are made. They may 
also be aware of the special interests of their clients and stock those embroideries that sell well. I have seen only 
a few embroideries depicting violent scenes of battle and escape while Daphne Dennis and Carol Goldstein were 
able to collect a great many for the exhibit, “Embroidered History,” shown Summer, 1987 at the Long Beach 
Museum of Art in California. On the other hand, the large almost bedspread sized cloths (cloths #16, 17, 18), 
illustrating entire Hmong myths seem to be offered for sale by women in Missoula who get them from relatives 
living in Spokane, Washington.
Twenty cloths constitute the core of this publication, the data base with which I hope to show how the new 
story cloths allow us an insight into meanings contained in the traditional embroideries. It is the oral tradition 
of poetry and myth that I will argue provides the clues to the meanings contained in the abstract art. The story 
cloths, besides describing life in the mountain villages and the terrors of the war and diaspora, illustrate stories 
or religio-philosophical concepts translated into myth which illuminate the world as seen through the eyes of tradi­
tional Hmong artists. To this purpose I have begun the present study with a short section on traditional needle 
work together with a discussion of the oral tradition. These are brought together in a section on the modem represen­
tational embroideries, followed by a catalogue of the pieces in our exhibit. Finally, some of the main myths and 
stories illustrated or alluded to have been provided by different Hmong storytellers in Missoula, who have tried 
to tell what they think the stories are about.
We had little in the way of funds to bring the pieces for our exhibit together, so aside from borrowing from 
friends in the community, we worked closely with May Youa Vang who manages the Hmong Women’s Craft 
Group which grew out of a craft cooperative organized with the help of a Vista worker in 1981-2. May Youa 
and her mother, Tong Lo, were some of the first Hmong I met in Missoula. Tong Lo is a Hmong Yob Tshaub, 
Flowery Miao, or as she now perfers to call it, a Hmong Cai (multicolored or striped). She was married to a 
White Hmong from Laos. Her son-in-law, however, disputes this. According to him her family originally lived 
near his in Xieng Kouang Province, but when she married her husband, a military commander under the French, 
she moved with him to the Chinese border where she adopted the costume of the Hmong closely associated with 
her husband there. May Soua Vang, her younger daughter, a student in political science at the University of Mon­
tana, has acted as translator and research assistant for this publication, but her mother is the authority behind 
the scene. It is she who chose the poem which appears on the title page.
As a visual anthropologist I have been watching the local Hmong art scene, asking questions over the years. 
Susan M. Lindbergh, through her work as tutor and her special friendship with Kou Thao and la Vang (who 
say they are White and Black Hmong respectively), and the latter’s mother, the outstanding needle woman May 
Ly, has gained valuable insights some of which she has allowed me to include in this publication. Unless other­
wise indicated, all information presented pertains to what Hmong have told me locally. The scene is changing 
rapidly, not only as Hmong resettle in the United States, but as East and Southeast Asia modernizes and some 
of the wounds of the Vietnam War and Cambodian Holocaust begin to heal. The material presented should be 
seen as a moment in a rushing stream of change, one in which the Hmong have been swept along ever since 
they left their strongholds in China.
Although it was the Hmong themselves who alerted me to the importance of their sacred poetry and myths 
for understanding the symbolism of their textiles, the present effort cannot claim to be from the Hmong’s own 
point of view. It is an attempt by outsiders to understand and interpret an interesting development in an ancient
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art tradition. That this development concerns what is essentially a tourist art, made for sale to those outside the 
cultural tradition, in no way decreases its interest. To the contrary, it opens up many lines of inquiry: how are 
narratives told in pictures, what is put in and what is left out; in what ways do these cloths compare with tradi­
tional embroideries; what are the different styles that are evolving and what are the bases for these; how do women 
and men work together in creating the new designs; and how are Hmong themselves relating to the new art forms? 
The following pages cannot begin to do justice to these questions and the many others they raise.
Many Hmong have helped me learn about Hmong culture through the years. Foremost is Nyia Va (Sorensen) 
Thao who worked with French ethnographers in Laos and is therefore aware of the questions anthropologists 
are trying to ask and answer. It is he who first suggested interpretations of myths to me. He read an earlier draft 
of chapter 3, however the interpretations I have made are entirely my own responsibility. Yee (Hueson) Yang 
kindly read through the captions for the exhibit and made valuable suggestions. Kou Thao went to the exhibit 
and gave us advice and corrected some of our mistakes.
Special thanks are due the story tellers: Xia Long (Silver Dragon) Mua; Dia Vang (Mrs. Cha); la Vang (Mrs. 
Thao); Ngia Thao (Kou Thao’s uncle); and Mua Neng. Besides May Soua Vang my main translators have been 
Xeng Thao and Mai Cha. Xia Thao and Mao Heu kindly permitted me to photograph their funeral collars and 
listed names of Hmong embroidery patterns.
I would also like to thank Julie M. Codell for the original impetus for the exhibit of Hmong Story Cloths; 
Anna Saulwick and friends of the Brunswick Center for Contemporary Arts for hanging the show and providing 
photographs; May Youa Vang and the women of the Hmong Women’s Craft Group for loaning necessary pieces; 
Gina Albini and Elizabeth and Gary Williams for help and support; Alexander P. Madison and staff of the University 
of Montana Printing Department for the layout; the Montana Committee for the Arts—an affiliate of the National 
Endowment for the Arts, and the Missoula Museum of the Arts for encouragement with research on Hmong designs 
and stories; and the Mary and Edmund Freeman Foundation for support with photographs. Thanks are also due 
Frank B. Bessac and Katherine M. Weist for reading the manuscript and for their helpful corrections and suggestions. 
Susanne L. Bessac 
Missoula, Montana 
1987
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
In 1973 a young man of the Mua xeem,1 surname group, originally from the area of Sam Neua in northeastern 
Laos, came to Missoula to attend high school. He came as the personal friend of one of the American advisors 
deeply involved with supporting the efforts of the Hmong general, Vang Pao, then in the Royal Laotian army, 
in the fight against communist insurgents in Laos. The young man lived with the American family allowing him 
to establish a relationship with the powers of the place, human and spiritual, which in Hmong eyes gave him 
the right to be the founder of a Hmong presence here. At the time no one was thinking along these lines. The 
Americans with their great wealth and complex machines seemed blessed by the ancestors and the spirit world, 
and therefore seemed unbeatable to the Hmong, valuable allies in their search for a better future.
‘All italicized Hmong words are written in the romantization developed by William Smalley, Linwood Barney and Yves Bertrais. As Hmong 
words do not end with a consonant, excepting “ng” which is indicated by doubling the vowel, the consonant at the end of the word indicates 
the eight different tones, or pitches of the White Hmong dialect. Xeem should be read as xeng, low tone with glottal constriction.
Then in 1975 it became obvious that although the Americans may have received great gifts, at heart “they 
had no luck,” as Hmong said. Instead of leading a triumphal victory, they beat an ill prepared retreat leaving 
their erstwhile allies to fend for themselves. The Royal Lao Government fell. The Hmong who had fought alongside 
American advisors or who had moved with American help to protected areas out of the reach of the fighting, 
found themselves totally exposed, ready marks for reprisals. Their civil leader, Toby Lyfong, was taken to a 
re-education camp where he subsequently died. Other leaders fled to France. General Vang Pao was able to escape 
to Thailand. No preparations had been made to accommodate the stream of refugees who tried to escape across 
the Mekong River. Although Vietnamese had refugee status, this was not accorded the Hmong until later. At 
this impasse, American friends from their Laotian days arranged for General Vang Pao to come to the United 
States together with members of his family, close supporters and members of his military command and helped 
him acquire a ranch in the Bitterroot Valley in western Montana. As the young Hmong student had been the 
first Hmong in this area, General Vang Pao became in Hmong eyes a guest of this young man (Personal com­
munication from women in the Vang Pao household).
For a short time Missoula became the capital of the Hmong “government in exile,” an excellent place to meet 
important Hmong leaders and others involved with them in Southeast Asia, and to gain an overview of both Hmong 
diversity and common bonds. On the one hand one could attend a wedding at which the ex-justice minister of 
Laos, a Hmong, and his sophisticated Laotian wife presided over a bad, a traditional Lao food and flower offer­
ing and blessing ceremony (figure 2), as their daughter, in silk velvet pseudo-traditional costume, with her new 
husband received the good wishes of assembled guests in a little grange hall in Woodside, a tiny village in the 
Bitterroot Valley. On the other hand one could watch older Hmong women struggle with the idea of writing, 
holding a picture book upside down as they tried to grasp its significance. They had never seen representational 
art before. At the time of the Hmong New Year General Vang Pao invited all Hmong and their American friends 
to a great celebration to be fed and regaled with dancing to a modem Hmong rock-’n-roll band after admiring 
a folkloric display of Hmong costumes and Lao dancing.
Over 1000 Hmong came to live in Missoula. They have long since left for other parts to live near relatives, 
to find work, a warmer climate, better welfare benefits and some say, to be ready to return to Laos when the 
call comes. General Vang Pao has sold the ranch and moved his headquarters to Santa Ana, California. Only 
a few Hmong family groups are left. The Muas, close relatives of the first Hmong to come to Missoula, own 
a restaurant. His brother is now the director of the Lao Family Community, a Hmong support group originally 
established as a private relief organization, but which became a self help group with a board of directors elected 
by all the Hmong in the area. Although many other ethnic groups from the complex ethnic mosaic of Southeast 
Asia were represented among the troops led by General Vang Pao, only Hmong refugees have come to Missoula
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to live. As I assisted Hmong in writing the first grant application so that the Lao Fanulj' couldj fiinc^ 
assistance organization here, I was “elected” for two colorful and confusing terms (1980, 1981) 5 amembe 
of the board. This has afforded me a unique position to watch the unfolding Hmong presence in Missou a.
What Does It Mean to Be Hmong?
When asked this question May Kao, General Vang Pao’s daughter-in-law, suggested that two criteria define 
Hmongness: language and family traditions (Bessac and Rainbolt, 1978).
Hmong is one of three (Lemoine, 1972b: 17) or four (Mottin, 1980:8) distinct Miao languages which toother 
with Yao languages comprise the Miao/Yao language family which may be distantly related to Smo-Tibetan 
Burmese. On Mottin’s map Hmong speakers are distributed along the southwestern flank of Miao speakers in 
China and on into Southeast Asia. Lemoine lists many widely dispersed dialects of Hmong on his map.
All those who have come to the United States have apparently agreed to call themselves Hmong although soine 
write this Mong, others sometimes H’mong. Some other Miao speakers, but not of the Hmong language original­
ly, have joined them. Since these are mostly wives they have not emphasized their different origins in speec 
or costume. The so-called Black Hmong whose identity is somewhat mysterious, seem to be a submerging group 
in Missoula associated with the Thao surname group (Lemoine 1972:16). According to Lemoine and Morechard, 
Black Hmong are a Hmu speaking group also known as Kanao or “Embroidered People” (1968:66). But Susan 
Lindbergh’s informant, la Vang, says that she is a Black Hmong and so is General Vang Pao. To her the Black 
Hmong are simply a variant of White Hmong (another Hmong sub-group), perhaps more urbanized, sophisticated 
members of the White Hmong group. Earlier authors mention Black Meo (the Southeast Asian term for Miao) 
under a red standard, fighting with White Meo in Vietnam (see Morechard 1968:72). It is not clear how these 
groups fit into the picture. Lemoine’s map leaves the dialects of Hmong in Vietnam as “unidentified.
Hmong say that there are two Hmong dialects spoken in Laos and Thailand: Hmong Ntsuab, a color designa­
tion of either green or blue, and Dawb, white. These dialect differences encompass other cultural differences 
such as music, the oral tradition, and costume, embroidery and textile decorations. The Ntsuab speakers are said 
by Hmong here to have entered Laos first and settled the central, northern area. The Dawb came later in three 
main thrusts and settled the periphery. On Lemoine’s map Ntsuab dialect speakers are shown living in China 
in the area studied by D.C. Graham in the 1930s, but the distribution of the Dawb dialect is limited to Southeast 
Asia. Members of the Mua family can readily read and understand some of the texts published by Graham (1937) 
and feel these closely resemble the dialect they speak. This is corroborated by Morechard (1968:56).
As seen from the Hmong’s own perspective in Missoula, the dialect dichotomy translates into the Colored, 
Lees, and the White, Dawb, sub-groups, although it is not at all clear if speech differences are the pertinent 
distinguishing marks at this time. As explained to me the important difference between the two groups is express­
ed in their funeral costumes, or Tsho Laus, shirts inherited from the ancestors: the use of blood red back ground 
cloth for the Colored (see Kohler 1986:141, 142 and Lewis and Lewis 1984:128-9) while the White use blue 
or white with black. The Colored Hmong in Missoula wear a funeral collar, or comparable cloth to support the 
head of the deceased, that is decorated with green spirals on a red ground while the White use a white collar 
or a pillow with black crosses embroidered on it (but see Kohler 1986:145) (See plate 1 and 2). For burial the 
deceased is dressed in several layers of clothing donated by different relatives and also prepared beforehand by 
a woman for herself and her husband. For instance, Mao Heu made the collar pictured on plate 1 herself. Collar 
designs on the various shirts put on the deceased seem to vary, but the collars pictured on plates 1 and 2 are 
those which support the head as the body is carried on a bier to the grave.
The two groups, White and Colored, apparently focus on two different protective sources or spiritual forces 
in the universe, each identified with or attracted to a different color and presumably dwelling in a different part 
of the universe. Supernatural relate both positively and negatively to certain colors which is why a shaman may 
prescribe different colors for his patients (Bematzik 1970:241). As I understand it, only Colored Hmong are strong 
enough to use blood red color in their funeral attire. For others, even having red cloth around the house may 
be dangerous as red is the color associated with death. It is also the color of the rainbow snake, ruler of the 
great ocean that circles the earth. Some close members of the deceased now-a-days may wear brilliant red clothes 
to the funeral of a loved one, but I do not know what the significance of this may be.
The cross design of the white group is called, dab tsho tsa ncej, spirit of the post. This refers to the spirit 
of the middle post, the second from the main fireplace of the traditional house at the base of which the placenta, 
the shirt of the soul, of a boy baby bom to the family is buried and the body of a deceased member of the household 
is placed before burial. According to Nusit Chindarsi who carried out research among Ntsaub speakers in Thailand, 
the spirit of the middle post is called Eh Sor Jineng and is the spirit of a human sacrifice, a Hmong boy. This 
child of a poor widow was sacrificed in order to appease the powers of a river which Hmong had to cross on 
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their journeys southward (1976:26). Lyman also writing about Hmong Ntsaub speakers says that the spirit of 
post, the roof beam and the sky spirit are all the same spirit (1968:5). Morechard says that the Hmong he studied 
in Loas and North Vietnam always explained when referring to this post, “This is the spirit of the male head 
of the household” (1968:128). The Hmong in Missoula agree that this post signifies the resident male line. The 
protective house spirits become upset if a man of a different surname group than that resident in the house has 
sexual intercourse there.
The guardian spirits which are present in a traditional Lao Hmong house are the spirits of the four corners 
and the post, of the attic, the fireplace, the bed of the head of the household and of the door. There are other 
supematurals honored on the family altar. These are: Lord Gao, Xwm Kab, founder of the patriline and guardian 
of its wealth; Siv Yis, the master of shamans; Dab Tschuaj, master of the spirits of disease; and Tswb Vaj, the 
mythical Hmong King (Lyman 1968:2-5). The entire house is a symbolic representation of the universe, a universe 
made up of several tiers connected by a path or axis mundi, the tsa ncej post, but also the shaman’s tree (Mottin 
1982.38). The highest heavens, according to Mottin s informants, are occupied by an aloof spiritual force resembling 
the Chinese concept of Tian, or Heaven (Mottin 1982:34). Larteguy and Yang Dao, however, gloss the Lord 
of Heaven with Ntsi Nyong, Ntwj Nyoog, whom others identify with the Lord of the Dead, or at least, ruler 
over one of the souls that makes up the individual (1979:46). His domain lies on a separate level. The mountains 
of the master shaman lie on yet another level. Below the earth is a land inhabited by little people. The earth 
is surrounded by a great ocean, Hiav Txwv, the destination and source of all waters, ruled over by the rainbow 
snake. In the Hmong houses I have visited in Missoula no altars are displayed, although I have seen the shrine 
to the spirit of the bed tucked out of sight.
Hmong point out that the cross is a very ancient symbol for them and antedates contact with Christianity. Since 
Nestorian Christians have been in China for a long time and Hmong groups were also in contact early with Jesuit 
missionaries (Bematzik 1970:16), they could have forgotten such a source. However, the cross is the masculine 
sign in China, while the X is feminine, according to professor Yang Shao Ku (Portia Mickey Notes, Peabody 
Museum, Harvard).
If the cross is a symbol of the patriline, the question is to which of three overlapping, yet distinct, patrilineal 
groups does it refer. The cross may symbolize the known ancestor, mothers and fathers, of the resident male 
line, the putative ancestor of the surname group or xeem which among the highly mobile Hmong acts often like 
a political unit, or the founder of a territorial unit set apart by costume. It may, of course, be multivocal and 
symbolize all three depending on circumstances.
The spiral design of the Colored Hmong funeral collar is called qab qwj, snail or spiral. This widely used 
motif by Miao speakers is also known as “wotuo” according to Lu Pu who did research on the batik designs 
of Miao speakers and others in southwest China in the 1930s.
“The total design has eight circles made up of four on each sleeve. When the sleeves are held together, the 
design is complete. There are several traditional explanations for this design. One version claims that once there 
was a clever and talented young Miao girl who was skilled at batik. She fell seriously ill and didn’t get better 
no matter what medicine she took. One day her mother, who was washing on a hill slope, came across a fresh 
patch of herbal moss. She fed it to her daughter, who quickly recovered. As an expression of eternal gratitude, 
the girl developed a design to resemble the shape of the moss, thus starting the tradition. Another story states 
that when making solemn sacrifices to their ancestors, the Miao had a tradition of killing an ox. The woman 
used the spiral pattern on the top of the ox’s head as a design for their clothing to show reverence to the ancestors” 
(Lu Pu, 1981:32-33).
From Hmong in Missoula I gather that the spiral is associated with water, and on another level of abstraction, 
with the toad-rhinoceros spirit. For White Hmong this spirit is benevolent bringing prosperity to those it befriends, 
while for the Colored group this spirit or supernatural force seems more pivotal. It is closely associated with 
the God of Thunder (see, Xia Long’s story, “Flowery Comb and Toad,” in the final chapter of this publication 
and discussed in Chapter 3). According to Chindarsi (1968:18) the God of Thunder is one god in a trilogy of 
gods among Hmong Ntsuab speakers maybe somewhat comparable to the “Three Bright Ones” of Yao belief 
(1968:18). The story teller Xia Long Mua explained to me that the God Xob, Thunder, is black all over and 
rides the thunderclouds, bringing rain and storm. One should pray to him and confess one’s sins as protection 
against lightning. Xob becomes especially angry if the milk for a baby is usurped by others. Xia Long says he 
is like the Chinese God of Thunder, Lei-Gong.2
2A11 Chinese words are written in pin-yin except when they appear in a title written in Wade.-Giles or such commonly used spellings as 
“Taoism,” really “dao” (ism).
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The spiral is now widely used as a protective device by members of a recent millenarian movement known 
as the Chao Fa, a Laotian word meaning Heavenly (crazy) Lords (warriors). But in the United States some Hmong 
use the name Motthem Family 59 (Smalley, 1987). It is said that the spiral design can make these Hmong, who 
slip back across the Mekong river to rescue those left behind, invisible and invulnerable.
Figure 3—Pa Ndau for sale in 1977
It is obvious that Hmong define differences among themselves in terms of a yin/yang type of dual opposition. 
The concept of yin/yang is a fundamental tenent of an ancient religio-philosophical system shared by Chinese 
and Hmong from a common past which reflects the opposition and commingling of two forces in the universe, 
one loud, hot, dry, red, the other cool, green, wet and recessive. On a less symbolic level this dualism is also 
given expression in Missoula by two different views about the future of Hmong identity, or more accurately, 
how to assure and promote Hmong nationhood. One group places greater faith in the rebirth of a messiah, or 
visionary leader imbued with the spirit of a Bodhisattva-like personage, or a Hmong king. This visionary, it is 
believed will lead the Hmong people to a better destiny, maybe after passing through “a Valley of Death” or 
a world-wide holocaust. The other group seeks a more pragmatic future either by fighting in order to achieve 
high status in Laos or by becoming educated in the cultures of their adoptive countries. Nothing is entirely yin 
or yang but a search for a harmonious balance of these forces. Thus there are varying shades, also changing 
through time, between these two positions in the Hmong community.
Maybe the Hmong traditions are correct and their cultural roots extend into the distant past of Chinese civiliza­
tion, a past detailed in the Shu-jing and other Chinese classics, one which they believe they have been able to 
preserve while for others in China the ancient roots have been overlaid by subsequent events and forgotten. After 
centuries of movement and contact, Hmong traditions have also become intricately interwoven with those of their 
neighbors, either developing in conjunction with these or, in opposition to them in order to define their own iden­
tity. Within the Hmong community itself, it is the specific ritual of approaching ancestral spirits and other ceremonies 
that each family group has tried to preserve thereby setting itself apart from other family groupings. As Hmong 
have said, “In our wanderings we crossed many rivers and had to leave our ancestors behind. They tried to shout 
to us above the raging waters, but we did not hear them clearly and everybody heard them a little differently.” 
These ritual differences, as Geddes (1976:62) has pointed out, give cohesiveness to the different descent groups. 
When a member of the Heu surname group meets another by this name, he or she may ask, “Are you a Red 
Monkey Heu?” That is to say, does your branch of the xeem tell this story in your ritual tradition? There are 
also food taboos. Vangs cannot eat rice and fresh fruit together because of a story about a snake. One of the 
Muas told me they had only recently learned that the water buffalo is taboo to them.
That there are cultural variations in the traditions of the widely dispersed Hmong groups both in Asia and in 
the United States is hardly surprising. What is remarkable is their emphasis on ethnic identity and their search 
for a common destiny. This sense of a common destiny has allowed Hmong and other Miao speaking groups
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to join repeatedly in open revolt against dominant powers (Bematzik 1970:15-26; Morechard 1968:74-76). How 
the different Hmong groups were able to maintain this sense of common destiny and to act upon it without the 
use of written records, a clearly defined dogma, and a system of communication beyond a limited reach is amaz­
ing. Some Hmong in the past were acquainted with writing (d’Ollone, 1912), but in Laos prior to the 1950s, 
they were for all purposes non-literate.
Many of those who were originally Miao or Hmong speakers have obviously not maintained their sense of 
ethnic identity, but have melded into the general Han Chinese population, maybe even now retaining special family 
ritual traditions. The modem Chinese writer, Yue Dai-yun (1985) used the memory of her family’s Miao ancestry 
to advantage in furthering her career in the Communist Party. Those Hmong to whom their identity and pride 
meant the most withdrew into the hinter land and maintained their independence. That is, they remained “raw,” 
while the others became “cooked,” as Chinese say.
Miao speakers in the distant past may have formed independent states or at least been important members in 
multi-ethnic federations in the Yangtze Valley in China. Later, there were powerful local chiefs known as Tu 
Si chieftains, a special designation used by the Chinese for pseudo-independent ethnic leaders who paid tribute 
directly to the emperor (Bematzik 1970:66-8: Mottin 1980:301). This system was overthrown for the Miao by 
the Manchu rulers of China in the 18th century with terrible loss of life. A French priest, Father Amiot, who 
was resident in China at the time, has described the torture death of the Miao king, Sonom, still a child, in 1775, 
together with his entire court (Bematzik 1970:21-3). The memory of the now mythical king, or of his reincarna­
tion, has become a rallying point sufficient it seems to inspire diverse Hmong groups to join together in revolt 
in order to fight for the re-establishment of a Hmong nation. Since the Hmong in Missoula and elsewhere have 
such a strong sense of nationhood, it is easy to accept their own contention (e.g. Vang Vue 1986) that their way 
of life in Laos constituted a unique tradition, perserved in tact from the dawn of history in China, four thousand 
years ago.
Ethnic Identity, Costumes, and Embroideries
Hmong groups in Laos set themselves apart from other ethnic groups by language, ritual, and especially by 
the everyday costumes of the women. Men used to wear distinctive costumes as well, but they had abandoned 
such conspicuous clothes before leaving Laos for the United States. Morechard, when remarking on the ethnic 
self-consciousness of the Hmong, points to the odd phenomenon that Hmong men will introduce themselves as 
White or Striped Hmong thereby linking their self identity to the dress of their women (1968:66). Appellations 
such as White, Green, or Black, but also names like Burial Ground, Tom Ndras, Flowery, Yob Tshuab, and Red 
Head Hmong are really nicknames the different Hmong groups give each other in a not entirely friendly manner. 
This is indicative of their rivalries and fragmentation which exist despite their strong sense of mutual assistance. 
These ethnic costumes are, however, so closely linked to their sense of self that only rarely will Hmong sell 
their costumes to outsiders. They will sell them or parts of them to each other quite readily and then use their 
purchases themselves or present them as part of ritual gift exchanges.
The decorations on the costumes, despite their obvious importance may be used on embroideries for sale to 
outsiders, for instance the collar designs. These can be seen on the decorated square or rectangular cloths sold 
by Hmong women at craft fairs all over the United States (see figure 3). Even so, as I will try to show, some 
of the designs seem to function somewhat like totemic crests or heraldic devices.
Ethnic dress and its decorations are more than ethnic markers. They carry a larger freight of meanings since 
textile decoration and jewelry are the only forms of visual art the Hmong allowed themselves in their mountain 
villages in Laos. Hmong built no temples. Their houses were bare and strictly utilitarian. As the houses lacked 
chimneys, the walls were coated with soot, not conducive for interior decorating with cloths of “satin and silk,” 
a phrase Hmong storytellers like to use. The family altar wall lacked all god figures or elaborately decorated 
ritual vessels. There were no carved posts, doors or beams. Hmong villages, by all accounts, were an unplanned 
assortment of houses, lacking streets or a central plaza. In the rainy season the space between houses ran with 
mud and refuse. Some Hmong women have confided to me that one of the things they admire most about America 
are the neat, straight streets. They have also remarked about how much they love flowers, but in the mountains 
they did not plant any decorative trees or bushes near their homes. In short, their world in Laos was quite bare 
of man-made visual stimuli. There were no picture books, no theatrical performances. Except for some contests 
at the time of the New Year Hmong villagers lived pretty puritanical lives, devoid of visual luxuries. Some of 
this was because they expected to move as their fields lost their fertility. However, pastoral nomads are able 
to elaborate their tents. With their horses and other beasts of burden, it should have been possible for the Hmong 
to do likewise if they had wished to do so. Later I will suggest some other factors which may have inhibited 
the decorative arts.
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In Laos the Hmong depended on an entirely oral tradition focused on sacred poems and powerful magical chants. 
It is easy to ask any older Hmong to taperecord stories. They will readily oblige with a large repertoire. Story 
telling fulfilled many intellectual needs. It was not simply for entertainment. The stories, which may remind us 
of some of Grimm’s Fairy Tales, were told not only for the benefit of children. They were a vehicle for thinking 
on things, for pondering philosophical paradoxes, for instance, ways to achieve Hmong nationhood. They func­
tioned within a shamanistic world view in which reality was differently structured than in the West. This world 
view shares some elements with Chinese popular religion, with Tibetan and Laotian ideas and with those of the 
pre-Buddhist Mongols and other pastoral nomads. When reading Hmong stories, it is important not to miss these 
larger meanings and implications. The discussion of two stories told by Xia Long Mua, will illustrate how mean­
ings are expressed on many different levels and what implications these have in terms of Hmong ethnicity.
The narrative embroideries, called “story clothes” by us and independently by some other students of Hmong 
culture (Cubbs 1986; Catlin and Swift 1987), combine this rich oral tradition with the sparse visual artistic tradi­
tion in an innovative manner. The Hmong women here do not recognize these embroidered cloths as a separate 
category except in as far as their means of manufacture differs from other embroideries. All embroideries that 
are sewn by hand are called paj ntaub. This literally means flower cloths. The term written as pa ndau is now 
used in the United States to describe all Hmong embroideries for sale. Hmong women call the narrative em­
broideries simply “embroideries which use the long stitch” because of the crewel-like embroidery stitch used. 
As the story cloths illustrate the old ways of life in Laos, the war and escape across the Mekong and the traditional 
stories Hmong like to tell they are also self conscious statements about Hmong ethnicity—in this case, directed 
at the buying public whom Hmong hope to convince of their plight and their legitimacy as refugees from com­
munism. The Hmong’s search for their recognition as a people both by themselves and by outsiders is an impor­
tant consideration which animates their visual arts.
Figure 4—“Miss Toad,” detail from Cloth #17
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CHAPTER II
TRADITIONAL NEEDLE WORK
The myths and stories illustrated on the story cloths can be read as metaphors for religious and metaphysical 
beliefs which also animate the traditional, abstract embroidery. In the following pages I will try to show this 
connection by first reviewing the traditional costume related embroidery and then examining the concepts given 
form in the myths. Before proceeding, it should be made clear that there are several distinct, although overlapp­
ing, social units designated by the Hmong themselves with color terms: (1) the two dialect groups for which 
I will use the Hmong terms, Dawb and Ntsuab, written in Hmong romanization; (2) the dichotomy which is ex­
pressed in the colors appropriate for funeral related clothes which I will refer to as White and Colored; and (3) 
the most prevalent costume types seen in Missoula which I will designate as White, Green, and Striped costume 
groups.
The Costume
The costumes, along with the language and the oral tradition, have been key aspects used by the Hmong to 
set themselves apart from outsiders and each other, while at the same time integrating their family unit.
Traditional costume was worn everyday in Laos until last year’s finery was replaced by new clothes at the 
time of the New Year’s celebration. Everybody in the same family grouping wore the same costume with minor 
variations in embroidery allowing the individual to show off skill and creativity. Dress can be seen as an ethnic 
marker toward the outside world and as an integral part of the individual person, both defining the boundaries 
of the group and the individual’s place within it.
The individual, in Hmong belief, composed of a number of unstable spiritual essences, needs to reinforce per­
sonal completeness especially at those times in the life cycle when this integrity is under stress: in babyhood, 
when the newly implanted soul may easily be distracted; at marriage, when the souls of the bride and groom, 
together with their future destiny, are enfolded in an umbrella to be carried to their new abode; and at death, 
led by the voice of the six-pipe flute, geej, when the souls are directed along the path to rebirth by the funeral 
poems. It is in these contexts that embroidered costumes are still worn by all Hmong in Montana. Otherwise, 
only the young wear their ethnic costumes. Boys and girls in elaborate costumes play the courting games. Little 
children in la Vang’s family are dressed up once a year in lovingly made special costumes to have their pictures taken.
The spiritual essences love beauty. As butterflies hover around flowers, and one of the souls which gives form 
to the person can assume the shape of a butterfly (see Dia Vang’s “Story of the Butterfly and Ya Hma”), souls 
stay with a person who wears richly decorated clothes. Should they stray, they cause the person to become sick 
or even die.
Monni Adams has suggested that the entire costume symbolizes a plant or flower (1974). When I presented 
this idea to a group of Hmong men early in their stay (1977) in Missoula, they laughed and suggested that girls 
in all their finery make them think of money, that is silver. This was partly tongue-in-cheek, but money, or silver, 
has spiritual significance for the Hmong and other East Asians. Silver is a gift from the ancestors. To be rich 
means that the ancestors smile upon you. Conversely, to be poor, blind and unfortunate reflects easily on your 
character. Silver also has demon compelling properties and it defines the person as human. It is never included 
with the dead (see silver necklaces worn with the costumes, plate 3). On the baby carrying cloth (figure 5) the 
lower design represents a Chinese silver ingot. The spirals within the outline apparently also refer to the mythical, 
protective, supernatural power of Toad Thunder that jealously guards the milk for the baby, as in Xia Long s 
story “Flowery Comb and Miss Toad.’’
The other part of the baby’s layette that is singled out for decorations is the hat. Both Colored and White babies 
now wear so-called “chicken hats,” Kaus Mom ib gaib, red and yellow and black and white respectively. These 
are now reserved for baby girls. Boys wear “melon hats,” Kaus Mom dib, with arrow, vos, decoration because 
they are embroidered in sections like a cantaloupe (plate 5). The name “chicken hat is a reference to the rooster, 
an auspicious bird, related to the sun and to the voice of the six-pipe flute that can speak to the soul. In the past 
“chicken hats” were worn not only by baby boys (see Bernatzik, 1970: ill. 63) but also by grown men as part 
of a ceremonial costume.
Nowadays all girls like to wear fancy hats similar to the “chicken hats mentioned above. These can be seen 
at the New Year’s games on the heads of girls from various costume groups. Some call these hats dragon hats.
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Figure 5—Striped Hmong Baby Carrying Cloth
On some new types the cox-comb looks more like the lightning zig-zag on the dragon’s back. Girls like to be 
thought dragon-like. In the marriage poem, “Songs of the Dragon Flood,” the couple went to Shou, Saub, (the 
creative force, focus of all prayer, some say “like an Angel”) to learn the correct ritual. They disobeyed the 
orders of Shou and caused a flood after “eating” the fish, really the Dragon’s daughter, whom the wife of the 
Old Dragon had given them and then washing their hands in some complex double entendre (Vang Kao 1982).
Although the Hmong emphasize the male line, in fact, the wife’s family is very important not only now in 
the United States but also in the past in Laos. As cross-cousin marriage is preferred, father’s sister and mother-in- 
law are often the same person. It is the father’s sister or the mother’s brother who oversee the funeral and the 
division of the inheritance. It is the wife’s family who bestow the adult name on their son-in-law. In Laos both 
men and women worked the fields and became traders. Sometimes men may do embroidery work although it 
is generally women’s work. I was told by a young man, quite unselfconsciously, that he sometimes did embroidery. 
The same was also attested by Skillman’s informant, Pa Yang (Skillman 1987). The souls, I have been assured, 
are reborn alternately in the body of a boy and girl baby thus making up for any unfairness in life. Hmong super­
naturals are all married. For instance, in Dia Vang’s tale of, “The Taming of the Shrew” in Chapter 6, Bracelets 
has gone off to play the geej for the funeral of the fire-place spirit’s wife. Some items of costume were traditional­
ly worn by either sex.
Among the Hmong in Missoula three main costume types are worn at the New Year celebration—the White, 
the Green and the Striped (plates 3 and 4). Some still preserve what they themselves define as the Black Hmong 
costume, although it seems very much like the White costume, decorated with cross-stitch embroidery rather 
than the usual applique work. Ia Vang designates as Black Hmong those costumes made out of brocade or velvets 
shot through with metallic threads as those on cloth #16 (plate 9). The White costume is said to be the most ac- 
culturated. In the past, this costume included a bleached white hemp skirt without any decoration on it. Nowadays, 
black Chinese type trousers are generally substituted. The women have a sailor collar on their shirts, dab tsho 
tho, that means spirit of the shirt with pierced decoration. This refers to the way the rectilinear applique work 
for these collars is made. A grid is prepared by running a needle across the material to mark off squares. These 
are then used to guide in minutely cutting the cloth which will be appliqued to the background material. The 
design is not identical to the funeral collar (plate 1) but seems a variation on the same theme (figure 6). Two 
aprons are worn, front and back, one with pink ties decorated with alternating sections, with pink or light green 
ground and white applique or chain stitch designs (figure 7). Clearly, here again the yin/yang dichotomies are 
given form.
The White Hmong of eastern Laos generally wear prune colored turbans while those of western Loas wear 
red fringes on their turbans. There is also another group who say they are White Hmong. These wear a special 
red turban for which others call them Red Heads. Embroidery patterns vary among the different groups classified 
as “White Hmong” by the Hmong themselves as do the colors of cuffs and aprons. Those from western Laos
8
Plate 2—Mao Heu’s White Hmong Tsho Laus Collar, white satin with black stitching. 20” x 12”
Plate 3—Xia Thao’s Colored Hmong Tsho Laus Collar, red cotton with green applique. 17” x 10”
Plate 5—Melon and Chicken Hats
Plate 4—Two of the Cousins from Plate 1 seen from the rear
Upper Left: White Costume Type Shirt, Collar and Apron Bands 
with a Green Type Skirt
Lower Right: The Striped Costume with Spiral Motif Collar typical 
for her family
Plate 6—Border Embroidery for Lao Style Skirt 
who wear turbans with red fringes prefer a turquoise blue for trim rather than the royal blue of those living near 
Xieng Kouang city.
Elaborately batiked and oversewn skirts are characteristic of Green costumes. The shirt worn with the skirt 
should be piped with rainbow-colored bands, but this is not the case on plate 3 as the girl on the picture does 
not really belong to the Green costume group. With the shirt a collar is worn in Laos that has the decoration 
turned under. It is said that originally only those wearing the White costume could wear a sailor collar. A Green 
Hmong woman supposedly stole the idea and began to wear a collar on her shirt too. This outraged the White 
Hmong who took her to court. Deeply shamed, she killed herself, but it was decided that henceforth Green Hmong 
women could wear the collar too as long as they kept the design hidden! Green Hmong from Thailand have a 
different type of collar and do not follow this tradition. Only women wear a collar on their costumes, but at the 
time of death, both men and women need a square to support the head as the body is carried on a bier to the 
grave. The night before the burial, when the Foom Kom portion of the funeral poems are chanted by the sister 
of the deceased (if a man) or a comparable relative (or their hired professional) to instruct the descendants on 
moral behavior, the dead distributes blessings and, it seems, pieces of embroidery to attendant heirs. If this is 
an important person, there may be much jostling for position by the heirs, or their mothers, to assure special 
blessings. Collars or squares form part of a gift exchange between the parents of the bride and groom and the 
young couple (Vang and Lewis 1984:136-39).
The batiked skirts are said to preserve the memory of the Hmong nation. They supposedly do so by writing 
the sacred laws in three sections on the skirts by wax resist. Wax is a magical substance to the Hmong. This 
need not necessarily mean that the designs on the skirts are derived from ancient script signs, but it is always 
possible that some Hmong designs are. In the Chinese world view of the past, and still on Taiwan, actual Chinese 
writing, when painted with the Vermillion brush, has healing and demon dispelling powers and is used like medicine 
by Taoist priests. The same is true of Lao scripts (Chamberlaine, 1979:59). Some Hmong applique work, especially 
the designs on White Hmong apron bands could possibly be reworked Chinese characters, for instance the Chinese 
character “Shou,” meaning long life (figure 8).
The idea that Miao designs relate to writing was raised in a different context by Inez de Beauclaire, who spent 
many years living with different Miao groups in China. According to de Beauclaire the Welsh missionary, Samuel 
Pollard, used the skirt designs to devise a script with which he quickly taught the Flowery Miao, Hmu speakers, 
how to read and write their own language (de Beauclaire, 1954:48-59). What seems more likely is that Pollard 
adapted the Chippewa Cree script which seems to have been widely used at the time by Christian missionaries 
to develop scripts for non-literate people (North 1983). Hudspeth carried on Pollard’s work with the Flowery 
Miao at Stone Gateway in China after Pollard was murdered. Hudspeth mentions that Pollard used a system of 
shorthand to help him develop his script (1937). This need not be contradictory. The Chippewa Cree script, 
developed in Canada with the help of a missionary about 1840, is based in part on Indian prototypes and also 
on European scripts for the blind (McLean, 1890). Characteristic of the Chippewa Cree script is the way the 
individual symbols are derived. Each basic symbol is turned four times to correspond with the four directions 
(Gray and Scott, 1979). The same mechanism was apparently used by Pollard who then added additional diacritical 
marks.
Figure 6—White Hmong Collars from Tong Lo’s Collection
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I would like to suggest that Pollard and other missionaries during that time were 
familiar with an ancient secret script widely known to school children in Europe 
at the turn of the century. This system distributes the twenty six letters of the alphabet 
on a tic-tac-toe grid and a caudiform in such a way that the first thirteen letters 
are written without the addition of diacritical marks, the other thirteen with extra 
marks. The exact mechanics of this need not concern us here. What is significant 
is that the batik patterns of the Flowery Miao can be reduced to a tic-tac-toe grid 
and a caudiform (Steubel, 1954).
Hmong who saw examples of the Pollard script in Missoula said that it remind­
ed them of a script developed by the Hmong themselves. The Hmong call this script 
the “Chao Fa Script” in Missoula because it was an important tool in the preaching 
of this millenarian movement in Laos. The version I was shown, there have been 
four revisions so far, (William Smalley defined it as the second version of the script 
in a personal communication) varies each symbol in three or four different ways. 
In this way, enough symbols are obtained to write both consonants and vowels 
in an almost alphabetical syllabary, a very ingenious script indeed.
Lyman says that there are two distinct groups who wear shirts with striped sleeves: 
the Armband Hmong, Quas Npab, and Hmong Cai, Txaij, multicolored or striped 
(1968:2). The Hmong in Missoula belong to the latter group. They are Hmong 
Cai, which need not mean the same as Colored Hmong. Cai is a Chinese word 
meaning colors. Lees derives from a Lao word according to Timothy Dunnigan 
(personal communication).
In Missoula the Striped costume is distinguished by striped sleeves and by a panel 
running down the center of both aprons, one in front and one in back, worn over 
Chinese style trousers. The women generally wear a sailor collar with spiral motif 
(plate 4). Women may wear a tightly wound turban which looks somewhat like 
a wheel as on plate 4, or a folded cloth they call a “horn headdress.” Around 
the edge of the turban a piece of embroidery is fastened with or without coins, 
composed of alternating squares, one darker, one lighter. Both boys and girls wear 
a “silver vest” embroidered with bands of spirals and rectilinear designs and fes­
tooned with silver coins. At the present time, the entire vest may be decorated 
with spiral motifs.
Those who wear the Striped costume are said to come from Houa Phan pro­
vince. These costumes are worn by both Dawb and Ntsaub speakers who say they 
come from a more isolated area of Laos. As one young man rather proudly told 
me, “We are the most primitive Hmong.” This was, of course, not a pejorative, 
but more of a boast as it implies that they have been able to retain ancient Hmong 
customs which others have lost. Sometime in this century they seem to have join­
ed together in a religio-political movement, presumably centered on a hero figure 
or reincarnation. Our story teller, Xia Long, said that members of his family did 
not wear this costume until he was in his teens. He is in his seventies now. This 
could mean that the costume became popular at the time of Pa Tyay, Paj Cai, the 
visionary leader of a Hmong revolt against the French in 1919. The Hmong have 
said that the striped sleeves suggest tiger stripes, as in Mua Neng’s Story, “Nu 
Ya and the Tiger” in Chapter 6. The Striped costumes remind other groups of 
tigers, (Morechard 1968:79). Some say that Pa Tyay could change into a tiger.
There is an example of a Striped costume, collected in Thailand, #70.2/2123, 
in the American Museum of Natural History, New York, which has only a rudimen­
tary collar design, lacking spirals, and suggests a transitional costume, made to 
comply with new demands. That the collar design on the costume in the American 
Museum of Natural History is indeed an earlier style is confirmed by an old Hmong 
woman who explained to Lindbergh that she remembers such collars being worn 
in her childhood. She was born around 1916. She still keeps such an old collar 
in her special bundle of traditional clothes and heirlooms. The collar design, Lind­
bergh was told, represents the spirit of the door, the important house spirit among 
groups studied by Graham in China and apparently comparable to the spirit of the 
post in Laos.
The collars which were worn with the White costume in the Xieng Kouang area 
in the past were also much less elaborate. Often the decoration consisted only of 
a few lines of embroidery in pink and pale green on white. The war years and 
now life in the United States has allowed for easier access to silk thread and trade
Figure 7—Designs from White 
Hmong Apron Bands from Mao 
Heu’s Collection
Figure 8—White Hmong Apron 
Band Design and the Chinese 
Character “Shou”
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cloth resulting in an effloresence of embroidery and costumes. Some of the girls in their New Year finery look 
almost like Christmas trees. The costumes do not allow for easy movement, but are clearly meant more as displays 
f0riS7e Others ChOOSe t0 Uke On a new identity hy wea™g a "ew costume: 
Some, like Tong Lo, do so only for a short time as when she had her picture taken in a batiked Flowery Miao 
costume on the Chinese border, but at other times, apparently whole groups agree to wear new costumes as an 
expression of loyalty and participation in a new social reality.
When the Hmong first came to Missoula, all the women wore the same costume at the New Year festivities 
to which outsiders were invited. This was a generalized White costume with a prune turban, two aprons and 
Chinese style trousers. The costumes were worn over frilly western style blouses with yellow ties. Many of the 
costumes were hastily made. The apron bands were not embroidered but were made of trade cloth printed to 
look like Hmong embroidery. The collars, however, were traditional and varied in accordance with the wearer’s 
previous costume identity. Later, as the cohesiveness of the war years loosened, the local Hmong unpacked their 
traditional costumes, but generally these are now only worn by young people. Older women wear Western style 
pants and colored blouses, and Lao type sarongs around the house. The Colored Hmong women usually wear 
a blue checkered head scarf as Xia Thao does on plate 2. When they first came, many wore Lao-type skirts to 
which they added an embroidered border, but these skirts are now rarely seen. Variations of the embroidery 
are used to decorate the cuffs on White costumes (plate 6).
In this general context a story about Pa Tyay collected by Mottin in Thailand gains significance (1979:79-112). 
According to this story when Pa Tyay felt he would soon die he gave his wife a letter engraved on copper but 
with one comer left bare. Supposedly after 35 years this comer would miraculously carry a message. The message 
was that after fifty years Pa Tyay would return if the rains continued to fall clear, but if they rained red all 
would be lost. Mottin supplies a footnote: Pa Tyay died in 1921 plus 50 years and General Vang Pao seemed 
to be victorious over the communists in 1972 when the story was told, implying that General Vang Pao is a rein­
carnation of Pa Tyay (1979:105). Since then the Hmong people have become refugees in the far comers of the 
earth. Some Hmong have claimed that red or yellow rain fell on the members of the Chao Fa still hiding in Laos. 
This, they claimed, was a form of biological warfare used by the communist forces in Laos. Others say it was 
only bee pollen.
The hastily made costumes seem to indicate that during Hmong messianic or nationalistic movements, the followers 
of a leader adopt his costume. Or as one Hmong said, “If you find yourself a grey dove among black crows, 
it is best to change feathers. ” They are in a sense adopted into the kin group of the leader. As the leader is animated 
by a supernatural, descendant of the totemic ancestor, or is a reincarnation of the Hmong King, those who adopt 
the costume accept his putative family line. The epic-like stories about the mythical hero figure then are com­
parable to totemic myths which define a group, not a surname group, but a larger costume group. Hmong say 
that the Striped costume group merely replicate a costume found among Hmong in China (Graham 1937: plate 
opposite page 40). This probably means that the leadership wore the striped costume hereditarily which others 
adopted later when they agreed to become his followers.
Pa Ndau Squares
Hmong women began selling their embroideries in Missoula about 1978. They explained that French priests 
had encouraged the group from Houa Phan, the Striped group, to sell the traditional squares as a tourist art. 
Since then they have delighted customers with different embroidery designs. The first embroideries for sale in 
Missoula tended to be of spiral motifs appliqued on squares with several border guards, both of triangles and 
so called “spider webs.” Spiders are very auspicious to the Hmong which is not surprising for a weaving people.
Later, more rectilinear designs were offered for sale, indicating that some of the Green costume group were 
also selling their work (figure 9). Soon a range of different motifs joined the displays. There were cox-comb 
and toad leg designs sold by the story teller Dia Vang, a White Hmong of the Striped costume group. She also 
comes from Houa Phan province, but lived well north of Sam Neua city. Cross stitch designs appeared, apparent­
ly associated with the Black costume group. Some work was clearly that of Yao speakers. The intricate “pierc­
ed” applique work of White Hmong does not lend itself for use on larger squares offered for sale.
Today there are three different groups selling embroideries here, each with one woman acting as the coor­
dinator: May Youa’s group, the Hmong Women’s Craft Group; la Lee’s group, the Hmong Women’s Co-op; 
and Cher Moua and her close relatives who do not have a name nor a printed card for attachment to their mer­
chandise like the other two have. The individual owners, or embroiderers (not necessarily the same person) puts 
her own name and the price she wants on a tag. There is a certain mark up to cover such things as travel to 
fairs and insurance. The women keep the profits, dividing them among a group of cooperating relatives, including 
sisters and cousins, so that no single woman will earn more than is acceptable with the welfare department.
Embroidery of even large pieces, I have been told, is the work of an individual woman and not of a quilting 
bee. Girls began to learn embroidery when still very young in order to prepare their courting dress to wear when 
they were old enough to join in the New Year’s ball game. In this way they could display their industry, skill 
and artistic ability for young men to admire. The embroidery was also a kind of signature which young men 
could recognize when they tried to identify the girls from whom they had won forfeits during the ball game.
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Figure 9—Batiked Square with Red Appliqued Design
The embroidery is generally done sitting on a low stool with one knee raised and without embroidery hoop or 
similar aid.
Some of the embroideries for sale are made locally, but most come from the camps in Thailand, either consign­
ed by relatives or bought outright in the market at Ban Vinai camp. They are generally brought to Missoula by 
new arrivals from Thailand. Although there are subtle differences among the pieces for sale by the three groups, 
and interesting variations in price, for the most part they all seem to be getting their goods from the same source.
There are a few shoulder bags, often the work of Yao women, belts and aprons for sale, but Hmong women 
clearly do not like to sell their costumes. They are keeping the two domains strictly separate.
Most of what Hmong women sell are embroidered squares. These squares, funeral collars, and pillows function 
in gift exchanges between a husband and wife and her parents and between a daughter-in-law and her mother-in- 
law. They are part of the dowry and the bride price payments. A couple gives squares to her parents, that will 
later be incorporated into the parents” shrouds. The mother of the wife presents a baby hat and carrying cloth 
to her daughter after she bears a child. These are decorated in in a manner specific to the wife’s family, not 
necessarily that of her husband’s. At the wedding both families give the bride their specific costume and silver 
neck rings. Strict account is kept of the worth of these costumes. The bride may wear either her own costume 
or those the groom’s parents have given her. This means that there is ample opportunity for embroidery patterns 
to mingle and be reinterpreted even though the embroideries are said to help die ancestors recognize their own 
descendants after death.
One woman assured me that when she dies she wants to wear a nice, modem American dress so that her soul 
can be reborn an American. Of course, she was only joking and soon showed me the rolls of handwoven, unbleached 
hemp cloth she carefully preserves along with embroidery from relatives and friends, to use when the time comes 
to prepare her funeral attire.
Embroidery relating to the definition of membership in a descent group can be given as part of curing rituals. 
When a child is sickly and does not respond to medicine, a shaman may propose that the xeem tov ceremony 
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be performed whereby the child is ceremonially adopted by another surname group, allowing him to use their 
name along side of his own in the future. To finalize the transfer the new family gives the child a shirt with 
a square, called paj ntaub nrog by the Colored group. Such a square generally consists simply of an appliqued 
X, red or white depending on what the shaman says. According to Geddes” film, The Year of the Miao, this 
identifies someone as having visited the ancestors and returned, i.e., been reborn. Similar caudiforms, I have 
been told, are worn by members of the Chao Fa movement, while Bematzik believes such caudiforms are an 
essential aspect of the shaman’s costume (1970:241).
Hmong women who like to give embroidered squares to any who have been helpful to them, a kind of thank 
you note, find that selling them to strangers does not violate their traditions. They may well see the transfer as 
a service to us, a little like allowing us to join them in being Hmong. This may be so because the designs on 
the squares are intimately related to Hmong identity as I will try to show.
A group of younger women, in trying to answer my questions about designs on the embroidered squares, got 
together and after much discussion agreed that the designs are families, surrounded by protective mountains, the 
isosceles triangles. This interpretation is corroborated in, Catlin and Swift’s, Textiles as Texts, Arts of Hmong 
Women, (1987: Title page) where a funeral square, noob ncoos, “seed pillow” is shown with an explanation 
that the design (a rectilinear one) depicts family lines or fields surrounding a village, protected by the border.
In the myth about Pan Hu, the dog with a coat of many colors, totemic ancestor of the Yao speakers, he receiv­
ed a princess in marriage after he alone was able to kill the king’s adversary, General Wu. Their descendants, 
the ancestors of the “Southern barbarians,” i.e. the Miao and Yao peoples, from then on were distinguished 
by a cross belt, which is said to mean a caudiform or X design and by tails (Liu 1932). These caudiforms then 
became the symbols, or heraldic device, of the descendants of Pan Hu, or of similar totemic ancestors (figure 
10). The Hmong say that the trousers worn with the Green costume are tails because of their very low instep. 
The idea that these X designs, or their variations, are vestigial totemic crests does not seem too far fetched when 
we consider the persistence ofcrests in the textiles of Inner Asia and among Persian nomadic groups, for instance 
the “gol” motif on Turkoman rugs (Moschkowa 1948).
Many of the designs embroidered on the squares, according to what Xia Thao and Mao Heu told me, fall within 
their general category, tuav taw, footprint. The footprint motif seems to be a symbolic allusion to the totemic 
animal ancestor.
In a story told by Xia Long about a Hmong Messiah, or reincarnated King, Tswb Choj, a Hmong slave woman 
stepped into the footprint of the primeval boar to conceive. From Hmong stories we learn that the ancestors of 
different groups are animals, the tiger (see Mua Neng’s story, “Nu Ya and the Tiger,” in Chapter 6), the barking 
deer, a pig-like, primitive deer (in Xia Long’s story of Mu Hu), and the boar. I do not know if any Hmong groups 
in the past recognized the elephant as their totemic ancestor, however the elephant is clearly present in the descent 
line of Sin Xay (one of his brothers is said to have been an elephant), the Messiah associated with the Chao Fa 
movement (see cloth #19, back cover and Mua Neng’s story in Chapter 6). Thus, when Hmong women sell us 
embroidered squares, they are selling or giving us symbolic footprints of their ancestors, their ethnic crests.
Inhibitions on Representational Art
A few women in Missoula have all along tried their hand at embroidering in cross stitch pictures of houses, 
people, and letters of the alphabet, especially for shoulder bags (see frontis piece). Tong Lo made a handbag 
for me which she decorated with front facing figures reminiscent of the spirit cutout figures used by a shaman 
on his altar and for soul exchange rituals. May Ly (Mrs. Thao) sometimes makes pillows decorated with rows 
of front facing figures in different costumes, executed in cross stitch. But when Hmong first came, those from 
the area near Sam Neua told me that they avoided all representational art. Only those with hereditary rights to 
use wax dared to draw and of course write. They even spanked children who drew pictures in the dust, lest the 
pictures become placings for evil spirits. The women mentioned above, who were not inhibited in creating represen­
tations, did not come from the Houa Phan province. Tong Lo showed me a picture of herself as a young woman 
wearing a batiked costume with stylized bird pattern and flowers. Lu Pu (1981) collected indigo batik designs 
of fish, flowers, birds and butterflies from Miao speakers in the 1930s in China. The Chinese government also 
published a booklet of Miao designs (Anonymous 1956), mostly from Guizhou province, but Tong Lo remembers 
seeing some of the patterns as a young woman on the Chinese border. These show men on horseback, flowers, 
and especially lantern flies in different stages of metamorphosis (figure 11).
The groups Graham studied in the 1930s in China share many designs with the group from Houa Phan, as 
well as the dearth of decorative art in their houses. However, Graham has also collected some pieces from them 
that show quite realistic flowers (1937: opposite p. 44, 60) although in cross stitch, not applique work. Why 
then the lack of representational designs from the Striped Costume group from Houa Phan province.
It is tempting to assume that art styles of “native peoples” represent long established artistic traditions which 
have changed little until they are destroyed by the unremitting attack of modem technology. Maybe some ot Uie 
artistic traditions of the Striped Hmong are not that ancient, but are responses to traumas that have restricted 
their visual imagery. . . .. , ______
Chinese rule sat lightly on the ancestors of Hmong in Guizhou, Hunan and Sichuan until the Manchu governor,
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Prince Ortai, decided to enforce the imperial edicts intended as reforms against Miao chieftains in 1725. This 
resulted in revolts and terrible repression by the Manchus of the Qing Dynasty. “According to one report 12,024 
villages were burned, 388 only spared; 17,000 Miao were killed in action; 27,000 taken prisoner of whom half 
were executed; 46,000 guns were seized, and all the lands of the vanquished given away to the Chinese soldiers” 
(Mottin 1980:35).
It was apparently after this disaster and subsequent reprisals that the first of the Hmong left their homeland 
and moved west and south. It is not clear if all who left were Hmong speakers or if they represented a mixed 
group of Miao speakers. The group studied by Graham in Sichuan province in China was linguistically and culturally 
mixed. Since that time there have been other carnages as those connected with the Tai-pings in the 1860s in China.
Such terrible trauma must have shocked the survivor’s entire world view, probably resulting in the quest for 
new and extreme expressions for assuring supernatural protection. Has it been in response to often repeated traumas 
that the Hmong have come to fear representational art in Laos and reduced their visual artistic expression to the 
abstract embroidery of their women? Lest I overstate the case, in actual fact those with sufficient spiritual power, 
have always dared to create images. As a part of soul retrieval, shamans, even those who feel that they are of 
limited power as the woman who showed this ritual to me, make paper cut-out figures, moj zeej. These are meant 
to represent substitute human souls and are made in order to confuse malignant spirits, diverting their attention 
from real human souls (Morechard 1968:271). But these front facing paper cut-out figures are also minimalist 
without decoration or elaboration. However, when the storyteller Xia Long, a powerful demon compeller, arriv­
ed in Missoula winter 1979, he went outside his son’s house and created for himself a herd of life sized realistic 
horses of snow. Even in Laos unease about figurative art did not extend to formal photographs. For instance, 
the woman shaman mentioned above was chosen by her husband, an important Hmong leader, on the basis of 
a photograph shown him by itinerant Chinese traders.
Groups that later lived in Houa Phan province in Laos may have joined Muslims in revolts in Yunnan and 
learned from them the proscriptions of the second of the Ten Commandments, that one must not worship the 
creation above the creator, that is, “Thou shalt not make unto thyself any graven images” (Mottin, 1980:37). 
I have never heard any thoughts along these lines from Hmong informants. But it may have been that under Chinese 
government persecution it became advisable to hide or disguise Hmong sources of power. Hmong and other Miao 
speakers believe, and were believed by many in China, to possess great magical power. This may well have been 
centered in god figures in the past like those still used by the Mien, a Yao speaking group from Laos (Lewis 
and Lewis 1984:137). Some small figures are now used by some women as protective talisman on baby hats.
The minimalist art may be a response to their dreadful fears about the imminence of death. Several younger 
members of the Mua group have told me how they remember the old life in the jungle villages. They told how 
they felt surrounded by terrors, terrors of bandits, of hostile soldiers, of magic threats, and of a great variety 
of goblins and evil spirits that crept up on them as they slept in the little huts, near fields at night, and of demons 
that might devour them as they carried home the game. For instance, the story on cloths #16 and 17 about the 
tiger spirit who took possession of the hunter after he has shot a gibbon, was told to me soon after Hmong came 
here as actually having happened to people they knew. In the case told to me the gibbon was really a monster 
who could devour the hunter’s heart as he carried the game home. I was told about some Hmong soldiers in 
the jungle mistaking the open mouth of a monstrous snake as a store, a sort of PX, which they entered unsuspec­
tingly only to be devoured when the trap shut. They told of caves full of dreadful sounds that enveloped some 
French soldiers who strayed there. There are rumors of cannibalism, of ghosts appearing carrying their heads, 
and of men they knew personally changing into tigers and terrorizing those who would not follow their relative’s 
leadership. Reducing their visual art to a minimum, by their own admission, is a way of minimizing avenues 
through which evil might attack. Like other survivors, e.g., the great leader of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising, 
Marek Edelmann (Krall 1986), the overwhelming desire becomes to snatch another life out of the claws of Death’
The inhibitions may be related to a greater sense of concreteness given to symbols. A Hmong shaman con­
structs a real bridge, a golden bridge, to lead a soul back to a sick child (Chindarsi 1976: 35-37). He mounts 
a real ladder to the ceiling of the house to facilitate travel to the yin side of the world (Mottin 1980: 31-33). 
Real strings are attached to the altar to help the spirit cavalry accompany the shaman on his soul-exchanging missions.
If Hmong can be so literal in ritual activities, whereas we rely on abstractions and symbols, it seems unlikely 
that their embroideries are vague evocations. Hmong shamans in Laos used opium to enter into trance. It is not 
clear when this practice began, but the Hmong have long been noted for their knowledge of pharmacopia. It is 
then conceivable that the designs of their pa ndau squares are related to what the shamans (both men and women) 
actually see while in trance A shaman explained to me that in her travels to recapture souls, she experiences 
this as though in a dream, but she actually experiences bribing the gatekeeper demons and replacing the errant 
soul with a sacrificial pig which is then chained into slavery in place of the soul by nailing the jaw bone onto 
the wall of the house. J
Tarng T^° ™ians Columbia by Reichel-Dolmatoff corroborates this assump­
tion (1978.300). The Tukano, experts on hallucinogens, use these to induce shamanistic trance. During drug in­
duced trance the inner eye produces visual images, phosphene patterns, which Reichel-Dolmatoff argues are the 
source of the art motifs made by Tukano men. Phosphene patterns may also have been the inspiration for some
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Hmong embroidery patterns, for instance, the so-called “elephant foot,” figure 12.
It is always dangerous to assume that a person from outside a culture will focus on the same aspects of design 
as those from within the cultural tradition. Again and again I have been brought up short when discussing designs 
with the Hmong only to realize that we are not focusing on the same attention point. What seems to me to be 
the important design element may be completely ignored by them. For instance, one young, educated woman 
from the Striped Costume group pointed out to me that to her all pa ndau. designs were based on the same theme, 
namely caudiforms, or Xs.
Figure 10—Foot Print Design on Xia Thao’s Decorative Purse
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“Tiger Attack” by Xa Vang.
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CHAPTER HI
THE ORAL TRADITION
Having briefly reviewed the traditional embroidery, let us now turn to the oral tradition in general and more 
specifically, to two stories told to me by Xia Long Mua early in his stay in Missoula. These two stories are of 
special interest. The first, “The Story of Mu Hu,” is a hero tale or epic about the founder of the patriline and 
the Hmong nation. As such, the story is related to the cross design on the White Hmong funeral collar. The se­
cond story, “Flowery Comb and Toad,” on the other hand, relates to the spiral motif of the Colored Hmong.
The following story told by the shaman Khaua Keu Xiong in Spokane and translated by Nyia Va Thao and 
Megan McNamer (McNamer, 1984) and printed here with their permission, explains how Hmong themselves 
classify their oral and musical traditions.
Noob Pib (At the Beginning)
At the beginning, the Hmong people on the earth were never sick and they never died. But then people found 
out about things that are wrong. After that, they could get sick and die. At that time, they had nothing that they 
could use to help them in their lives. So two brothers went to Shou, Saub, to learn those things from him. They 
planned to go back home after they had learned everything.
Shou gave them four boxes. The first contained words for fun, the words a boy and girl in love could say 
to each other, called kwv txhiaj. The second contained the words needed to put two people together in marriage. 
These are called zty tshoob (songs of the dragon flood). The third contained the words of the ceremony for the 
dead. These are called txiv xaiv. The fourth contained magic words that would help people, called khawv koob.
Shou told the two brothers to keep the boxes closed on their journey back home. “After you get home,” he 
said, “you will know which people are good and careful and have good memories. You can open the boxes 
and teach the contents to them.”
But when the two brothers returned home, their neighbors ran towards them to see what they had brought. 
They wanted to know what was in the boxes, so they took one box and opened it. This was the box of kwv txhiaj. 
All the people heard what was inside; the words of kwv txhiaj ran away everywhere. That is why right now 
women and men, boys and girls, everyone can easily know about kwv txhiaj.
But zo/ tsoob, txiv xaiv, and khawv koob are still kept in the boxes and taught to people who need to learn 
them. There are not many who know them. These are the words that take care of the people.
Stories allow the uninitiated to glimpse the mysteries contained within the closed boxes. They are told for anybody 
who wishes to hear, but their deeper meanings and allusions to religious and philosophical thoughts are couched 
in circumlocutions and innuendo. It is not good to reveal all one knows. Stories were and are told in the evening, 
especially at the time of a funeral when men come together to play cards and joke in order to keep the spirit 
of the deceased company as it hovers near its old home before the funeral ceremony ushers it along its long, 
painful journey. The children hang around the edges, listening. No one makes a point of explaining the meanings, 
but those who are bright and eager soon realize that the stories say more than is apparent on the surface. Many 
of the plots refer to elements in the wedding and funeral poems as they recount mythical Hmong history from 
the beginning of time. All stories may contain different levels of meaning from simple moralizing to thoughts 
about the future of Hmong destiny. The more knowledgeable one is the more meanings one can find. Stories 
can also be used as precedents in legal cases.
Although many Hmong stories were traditionally memorized and recited in rhymed verse, the stories as told 
by Hmong in Missoula also incorporate recent experiences of the storytellers and of those from whom they originally 
learned them. Like all storytellers the Hmong enhance their stories by reorganizing themes or changing the thrust 
of the story. One of the women in Missoula who recorded a story for me told me that she had refreshed her 
memory by seeing a movie based on the tale in Thailand. Some stories are only specific to the Hmong in the 
sense that they have been recomposed in Hmong and are told for Hmong audiences. Many of the plots have a 
wide distribution in China and beyond. Hmong origin myths are reminiscent of ancient myths only hinted at, 
like tree stumps left after a clearcut, in classical Chinese literature (Girardot, 1983).
Hmong myths are told in many variations just as the embroidery patterns are subtly varied in myriad ways. 
The Hmong try to recite the rituals for death exactly, but allow or even welcome much variation in other aspects
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of their aesthetic culture. This is in part because they value indirection and incompleteness in order to protect 
the power that esoteric knowledge provides, but the variations also allow the individual a sense of personal uni­
queness while at the same time remaining within the rigid artistic boundaries provided by Hmong culture.
Hmong stories are an important subject illustrated on the story cloths. The stories also provide an excellent 
window into the Hmong’s own world view. In the following pages I have tried to show the various levels of 
meaning, and their significance to Hmong audiences in Missoula, of two stories told for me by Xia Long Mua, 
“The Story of Mu Hu” and “Flowery Comb and Toad” (“Ngao Zhua Pa and Miss Toad”). Several variations 
of both stories have been published. As discussed further on, they were collected in China, Thailand, and the 
United States. Other versions of the same tale make it possible to understand passages and allusions which seem 
obscure in Xia Long’s tales.
Figure 11—Lantern Fly Caterpillar from Miao Embroidery from Eastern Guizhou
The Story of Mu Hu
There are two versions of the Mu Hu story ready to hand: Yang Dao’s, “The Story of Moua Nha Lu” (Larteguy 
and Yang 1978) and Blia Yang’s, “Ngao Njua, the Orphan and their son Mau Nya Leu” (Johnson 1986:353-74). 
Blia is Yang Dao’s sister, but their versions are quite different. The difference in spelling of the hero’s name 
is probably due to the fact that Yang Dao’s was published in French while the name in Blia’s version is an approx­
imation of Hmong sounds by Johnson in Minneapolis.
With the possible exception of “The War of Pa Tyay,” a story recorded by Mottin in Thailand (Mottin 
1979:79-112), Xia Long’s telling of the Mu Hu story is the most intricate of all the Hmong stories I have heard 
or read so far. Xia Long actively attempted to become a master storyteller in Laos. He travelled to various masters 
to learn their art and paid for the magic words the stories contained. His delivery is that of an accomplished 
storyteller who has memorized his material. He recorded the story of Mu Hu twice for me. The two versions 
were close although he spoke the first into a tape recorder while he told the second with grandchildren sitting 
on his lap.
The Mua surname group preserves traditions which its members believe are unique. They joined General Vang 
Pao’s military effort fairly late, while retaining the right to have their own agenda. According to their traditions 
their ancestors came originally from the headwaters of the Yellow River in northwest China. Somewhere along 
the line their ancestors seem to have been influenced by Taoist cults maybe similar to those to which Mien, Yao 
speakers in Southeast Asia were converted in the 13th century (Lemoine 1982 and Lewis and Lewis 1984:135-169). 
Xia i^ong told me that the reason the family left their old home in Yunnan was because Yao had stolen their 
shirt. The shirt is intimately associated with Hmong identity. The Muas took the Yao speakers to court and won 
their case. But then, realizing that those who lose to one never forget or forgive, they decided to move to Laos 
where they had heard that pumpkins grew as large as houses!
Xia Long, when younger, was a demon compeller similar to a Taoist tiao-tung, or spirit exorciser of Chines 
folk religion. He measured power with evil demons by lifting red hot iron with his bare hands and by spitting 
boiling oil. At the time Xia Long told the “Story of Mu Hu,” he also told me a story about Tswb Choj, Yu 
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Cha, whom he glossed with Qi Yu the arch rebel, god of war, master smith, and lord of the demons of Chinesp 
traditions. Yu Cha’s ancestor was a boar who was later sacrificed, but Yu Cha’s mother saved the bones. When 
her son, herding the cows of the Chinese, placed his ancestor’s bones in the scared spot, he fed them to the dragon 
at the Source of Waters, he endowed his descendants with the power to become “the Hidden Dragon,” i.e., 
the as yet unrevealed ruler of the Chinese throne. Yu Cha made a reed replica of a man and breathed life into 
it to become the first Hmong King, while he himself withdrew to reside with the Green Dragon of the North.
Xia Long believes that he saw Yu Cha in person in Laos during the early 1950s. When other Hmong did not 
recognize him as their rightful leader he left in a French (sic!) airplane heading toward China. To Xia Long, 
Yu Cha and Mu Hu are interrelated. Both are incarnations of the Hmong messiah and of Qi Yu.
“The Story of Mu Hu” is not actually illustrated as such on any of the cloths listed in Chapter 5, but stories 
about the star girl who befriended a mortal and helped him become emperor are hinted at on cloths #15, 16, 
and 17. Here the seven star princesses are shown together with either Ntsi Nyong, Lord of the Dead, or the 
Old Dragon who seems to have the same function among Ntsaub speakers. The figure of a man playing the six- 
pipe flute (figure 1) also refers to the same story cycle.
The star girl and the orphan are mentioned as one of the original couples in the funeral poems (Lemoine 1972). 
There are several Adams and Eves in Hmong tradition. This particular couple is associated with the creation 
of the landscape leaving their footprint embedded in the rock to verify their existence. The girl energetically levelled 
the earth to make it fit for human habitation. The boy preferred to play his six-pipe flute. That is why Laos, 
the area he was in charge of, is so mountainous.
In Chinese tradition the star girl and the orphan are the Weaving Maid who makes the brocades hung on the 
western sky at sunset, and the Cow Herd, a story told all over China. The two lovers finally became stars on 
either side of the Milky Way meeting once a year, on the seventh of the seventh lunar month, when magpies 
make a bridge between them.
The entire story of Mu Hu as told by Xia Long is printed in Chapter 6. Since it is long and complex here 
is a short synopsis of the story:
Mu Hu becomes an orphan when both the good king and his queen are taken up into the sky. He then sets 
out to find his predestined wife, the daughter of the Old Dragon, i.e., a star princess, who has however, in the 
meantime been abducted by the great snake Ma-Shi-Teng. Along the way Mu Hu is assisted by his ancestors 
who teach him shamanism and help him acquire the symbols of Qi Yu, hidden under a great rock. As mentioned 
before, Qi Yu is a mythological person from ancient Chinese traditions who battled the Yellow Emperor. Although 
he lost to him the spirit of Qi Yu has lived on in peasant revolts against the overweening state throughout history
Well armed with Qi Yu’s star sword and bearskin shirt, Mu Hu is able to rescue his future brother-in-law, 
son of the Old Dragon, and to defeat the great snake thereby freeing his future wife. She then goes with him 
to live with her father, the Old Dragon. That is to say, they become souls in the land of the dead.
They are reborn as emperor and empress of China. But their good fortune does not last. Their earthly father-in- 
law, probably the Old Dragon in disguise, tricks Mu Hu into changing clothes with him, a reversal of how the 
story is told by Blia Yang. Mu Hu is then murdered by the gate-keeper gods. Xia Long speaks of idols at the 
gate which must refer to an older custom as Hmong in Laos did not have statues to guard their doors. Traditional 
Chinese gates were guarded by gate-keeper god paintings or sculptures and by animal sculptures, especially the 
lion or shi zi.
Mu Hu’s wife flees taking Mu Hu’s body. She gives birth to their son called Zeng Sia Ki, or Xiao Ki. This 
means “ruler of an uncertain throne.” Xiao is the Chinese term for small. There are a great many Chinese loan 
words in Hmong, especially in the ceremonial language. Mu Hu’s wife is assisted at birth by a muntjac, a small 
deer. This is probably Mu Hu reincarnated in the form of a deer since Hmong fathers should assist at the birth 
of their children. The Yangs in their versions have the child wet-nursed by a dog. A Chinese couple takes the 
child and mother in. They thus become servants to the Chinese. Little Zeng Sia Ki tries to get away from the 
Chinese. To do so he must first retrieve his patriline which is being usurped by a frog. In order to accomplish 
this, Zeng Sia Ki must attract the attention of Ga Ying, who is the bringer of souls from the patrilineal ancestors 
to a new bom baby.
Once he has managed to attract the attention of the Ga Ying of his patriline, each descent group has its own, 
Zeng Sia Ki escapes by dying and being buried i.e., burrowing through the earth. He is later reincarnated in 
other lives, marrying different women. Finally, his power is great enough that when the Dragon of the North 
battles the Snake of the South, he is able to arrange a truce between them. With the power these supematurals 
bestow on him, he can compel the storm. However, his power is still not great enough to fight the Old Dragon, 
alias the evil magician who has usurped his throne. After his three wives from earlier reincarnations have failed 
with their armies, the Great Smith in the sky, the God of Thunder, with his mighty sledge hammer smashes the 
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chains that bind Zeng Sia Ki. Zeng Sia Ki, free at last, unites the three kingdoms and stndes off into the sunset 
with his three wives.
The final words of the story which mention a bird suggest a bit of Hmong irony. The demands the ancestors, 
delivered by the bird, make on the living are often quite onerous.
If we align the two halves of the story, the first half with Mu Hu as the hero, the second with Zeng Sia Ki 
as hero, we can follow a kind of dialogue between the two halves. The first half is a mirror image of the second. 
The first leads to disaster, the second to victory.
Comparisons of the Two Halves of the Story of Mu Hu
Zeng Cha Ki (Mu Hu’s Reign name)
Both parents die
Hero leaves to find wife, has lost his 
patrimony
Paternal ancestors teach hero 
shamanistic knowledge
Dragon and Snake fight, Snake 
killed—causes flood
Hero joins wife’s family in sky
Reborn on earth, visited by father- 
in-law
Results in Hero’s death
Travel is up and down
Hero dies, travels to sky, then reborn 
on earth
Murdered by father-in-law, loses 
patrimony, son loses both 
patrimony and patriline
Ascendancy of wife’s family
Zeng Sia Ki (his son, ruler to be)
Mother is Chinese Slave
Hero is adopted son, has no descent 
line
Ga Ying brings soul to hero from 
the patriline
Dragon and Snake fight, results in 
truce—causes drought
Hero marries three wives, lives with 
wife’s family, resulting in “civil war”
Victorious because of supernatural 
help
Regains kingdom
Travel is horizontal
Hero dies, is buried, influencing 
descendants through his bones
Paternal grandfather’s power returns 
via the minah bird. With 
patrimony and patriline restored, 
hero and wives go to live 
neolocally
The reassertion of male side of the 
family
The second half of Xia Long’s story seems to follow episodes from a medieval Chinese folk epic about an 
historical personage, Liu Zhi-yuan (947-50 A.D.), first ruler of the Han Dynasty in China. Professional storytell­
ing, often to the accompaniment of a musical instrument, is very old in China, but by its very nature, there are 
few written records of how and what the storytellers told. The literati tended to look down on this folk art and 
rarely wrote down the stories, which were often in verse. It was therefore a rare event when a 12th century 
woodblock edition of a folk epic was found by the Russian Kozlov expedition to Central Asia in 1907-8. As a 
good-will gesture, it was returned to the Chinese government in the 1950s apparently arousing interest as at that 
time the Chinese also published other versions of the story. These other versions were folk dramas written later 
in the 14th and 16th centuries. M. Dolezelova-Velingerova and J. I. Crump have translated the 12th century folk 
epic as, The Ballad of the Hidden Dragon (1971). It is not exactly like Xia Long’s story, but his telling contains 
the main motifs as will become clear below.
The father of the first emperor of the Later Han, i.e. Liu Zhi-yuan (after the break up of the Tang dynasty 
in China), was slain in battle, and his mother fled with her two sons to Tai-yuan in Shanxi province. She tried 
to gain protection from her husband’s family but was turned away. She then remarried becoming a secondary 
wife, but Liu Zhi-yuan found living under the same roof with the master of the house who had a different surname 
unbearable. According to the other versions but not the preserved wood block edition, he stole the money of 
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his stepfather and absconded with it just like Zeng Sia Ki did in his first “reincarnation” after he bested his 
stepbrother.
Liu Zhi-yuan then came to an inn where he got into a fight with his future brothers-in-law. As he was sleeping 
off the brawl, an elder from a rich landlord family saw a purple haze surround him from which he knew that 
he was “an important person.” He invited him to join his family as a laborer. The young daughter of the house 
watched a golden worm crawl out of his nostril during sleep similar to the episode of the Hmong girl in Zeng 
Sia Ki’s first reincarnation. She convinced her parents to let her marry him
Her parents soon died and then her brothers, remembering earlier slights, accused Liu of theft and chased him 
away. He joined battling armies. After marrying the general’s daughter, he became famous and 13 years later 
became governor of the province where his first wife lived.
His first wife had in the meantime given birth to their son whom her evil brothers forced her to give to them. 
They wanted her to remarry. They took the child to Liu’s encampment and made him raise the child, or rather, 
his second wife. Finally, Liu was able to retrieve his first wife. After a touching scene in which the second wife 
deferred to the first wife, harmony is restored, the families were reunited and Liu became emperor, taking the 
reign name Gao-zu.
The folk epic does not include the episode where Zeng Sia Ki makes peace between the Red Snake of the South 
and the Green Dragon of the North. Nor is Liu a Taoist visionary like Zeng Sia Ki who can bring rain. But 
Liu was able to unify China if only for a very short time, and to establish a dynasty.
As the translators of the folk epic explain, Liu’s family belonged to the Turkish Sha-tou confederacy. This 
means that his family had close relationships to pastoral nomadic warriors who were moving into China after 
the collapse of the Tank Dynasty. Ultimately, during the Yuan Dynasty, pastoral nomads under the leadership 
of Genghis Khan would, of course, completely dominate the Chinese government and much of Asia as well as Russia.
Epic poetry is a hallmark of pastoral nomadic societies. An epic celebrates the deeds of a hero, warrior leader, 
in what anthropologists call “segmentary lineage” type societies. To bind his followers closely to him, the leader 
in a sense adopts them into his family line. When listening to the epic the audience is vicariously celebrating 
its own ancestry. Have the Hmong retained the memory of epic poetry together with vestiges of the social organiza- 
tion which animates the poetry?
Reciting epic poetry has continued among the pastoral nomads on the periphery of China. Frank Bessac remembers 
listening to a Kazakh herdsman chanting an epic to the accompaniment of a Boombaray, a guitar-like instrument, 
in 1950 in Qinghai province (personal communication). The folk epic in written form, however, flourished in 
China as long as nomadic pastoralists were politically dominant losing popularity under the Ming, a Han Chinese 
dynasty (Dolezelova-Velingerova 1971:3). In the vast reaches of the Chinese countryside it is impossible to tell 
what poetic forms itinerant storytellers continued to use.
Among the Hmong in Laos, epic-like stories have clearly been preserved although I do not know if in true 
epic form. The composition of the costume groups suggests, however, that the social organization which encourages 
epics did and maybe still functions among the Hmong from Laos in its original manner.
There is, of course, another possibility. The Chinese were obviously interested in the story of Liu Zhi-yuan 
early in the 1950s, maybe as part of their interest in recording the traditions of the many minority peoples of 
China. Xia Long could have heard the story of Liu Zhi-yuan from the Yunnanese traders who came to his village 
and whose language he learned.
While Yang Dao in his telling about Moua Nha Lu is really mostly interested in establishing the family line 
of Si Yi, the master of Hmong shamans, his sister, it would seem, is most interested in the feelings and actions 
of the star girl, the orphan’s first wife. Very revealing is that Xia Long simply assumes that Zeng Sia Ki’s three 
wives from his former reincarnations will get along well. Yang Dao, who holds a doctorate from the University 
of Paris, and his French collaborator, Larteguy, however, have the star girl turn the other wives into flowers, 
so the orphan can admire them but not too closely. How French! Blia has the orphan turn the other wives into 
rats that then scurry away. But the 12th century epic celebrates Confucian filialness. Both wives are exemplary.
There is another way of looking at Xia Long’s story. As he said, the Dragon Princess and Mu Hu were really 
souls who had been alive once. When the Old Dragon tells them that each must now return to their correct place, 
he is allowing the souls to be reincarnated, that is bom to another human baby.
In Yang Dao’s and Blia Yang’s versions, the wizard’s duel can be read as the struggle of the soul, with the 
Lord of the Dead, as the soul seeks to be reborn. This becomes more evident in another story about the star 
girl who befriended the orphan, this one told by Dia Vang, an older widow from Hi Meng in Houa Phan pro­
vince, married into the Cha (Chiang) Family: “The Story of the Butterfly and Ya Hma.” Mai Cha who inter­
preted the story for me preferred to translate Ya Hma as a No-see-um, that nasty little insect one cannot see 
to swat before it stings. The entire story is told in Chapter 6.
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Like other Hmong myths this too comes in many versions. Blia Yang’s story of Mau Nya Leu also begins 
with the rescue of the butterfly, alias the star princess (Johnson 1986:353). Lue Vang and Judy Lewis (1984:30-33) 
call their version, “In Search of Immortality.” In their tale the orphan gets the power of immortality from his 
father-in-law. In Dia Vang’s story this power is bestowed by the altar paper of Lord Gao or Sier Glung as Chin- 
darsi writes the name (1976:20, 24-25). Lord Gao is represented by the white paper with silver and gold square 
and some chicken feathers, pasted on the altar wall of traditional Hmong houses. In Dia Vang’s version the or­
phan does find himself able to bring people back to life, only to create all sorts of problems when he loves both 
his mortal and immortal wife and cannot choose between them. In Vang Leu’s version the orphan forgets the 
magic potion.
In summary, Xia Long’s story about Mu Hu is not simply an entertaining adventure story about a resourceful 
and determined little Hmong boy and his descendant, but it includes other important themes: the learning of 
shamanistic knowledge and the gaining of supernatural power; the struggle for rebirth of the soul; the resolution 
of ambiguous social relationships presented in a society which is strongly bilateral with, however, powerful in­
fluences from the Chinese which favor a clearly patrilateral organization; and last but hardly least, thoughts on 
how the Hmong people may be reunited in order for the Hmong nation to regain its rightful place among the 
community of nations.
Figure 12—Elephant Footprint Design
The Story of Flowery Comb and Toad
The story as told by Xia Long is given in Chapter 6. Again, there are many different published versions of 
this story, Johnson has published three (1986). Most revealing is an earlier published version, heard among the 
Flowery Miao in China by Hudspeth (1937:55 ff):
The Story of Nglieh-Giah
The nglieh-giah is a small bird, a little bigger than a sparrow. It is very dark blue in colour with a snow-white 
head and in Southwest China it is always seen by the side of streams or rivers, hopping from stone to stone 
or fluttering from rock to rock, ever gazing into the water as though searching for something. Legend says that 
long, long ago Nglieh-giah, as a youth, fell in love with the daughter of the King of under-the-water. Her name 
was Ngu Za-Nieh-Bang. Nglieh-giah’s wooing was successful and the day came when he proudly led her as 
his bride to the poor little hut where he lived. Nglieh-giah was so destitute that he had no cattle, but his wife 
was more than equal to this. She sent him to her father with instructions that when her father wished to give 
him a present, as he undoubtedly would [the gift exchange in which husband and wife give embroidery to her 
parents—my note], Nglieh-giah was to decline eveiything and later ask for two hairs from his father-in-law’s 
beard. These were to be placed in a covered basket which Ngu-Za-Nieh-Bang gave to Nglieh-giah at the same 
time explaining that though as he returned home the basket would grow heavier and heavier he was on no ac­
count to look within. Away went Nglieh-giah to his father-in-law’s home and as had been said he was offered 
this and that, but declined every proffered gift he asked for two hairs from his host’s beard, and these being 
given to him they were placed in the basket and the lid put on. Then Nglieh-giah started on his homeward journey 
As he went along the basket became heavier and heavier, until Nglieh-giah, unable to restrain his curiosity any 
longer, peeped inside, when behold there jumped out all kinds of wild beasts-tigers and leopards, wolves and 
bears, and many other kinds too, and there flew out all kinds of birds—crows, magpies, eagles and kites red- 
billed jays and pheasants, larks and thrushes. The lid was shut quickly but not before these had escaped When 
Nglieh-giah reached home and gave the basket to his wife, she scolded him severely for opening it since now 
she said, our animate will be few We will only have chickens, cows, sheep, goats, pigs horses, cats and dogs^ 
With the passing of time, by the help and wisdom of his wife, Nglieh-giah grew rich, but alas, he grew tired
22
of Ngu Za-Nieh-Bang and his love towards her waxed cold. One day he was invited to a feast given by Pluto, 
king of the underworld and being a good piper Nglieh-giah became very popular, and after this he was asked 
frequently to Pluto s realm. Now Pluto had two beautiful daughters who were much admired by Nglieh-giah 
and one day he asked them to marry him. “But you already have a wife,” said these girls, “You must first 
get rid of her. Angry and disappointed, Nglieh-giah returned home and, quarrelling with his wife, he said he 
didn t want her any more and that she must go away. His wife begged him not to behave in such an ungallant 
manner, but Nglieh-giah became so querulous and ungracious that at length Ngu Za-Nieh-Bang said that since 
he had brought her from the waters he must take her back to the river. Nglieh-giah did this, and as his wife 
walked into the river she once more begged him not to give her up, but Nglieh-giah had grown hard and cruel 
and he wouldn’t change his mind. Farther and farther she walked into the river, begging that he would not send 
her away, but Nglieh-giah insisted on her going. Just before Ngu Za-Nieh-Bang disappeared under the waters 
she waved a rattan stick which she earned and suddenly all her cattle came scampering up and they too disap­
peared with her under the water. On Nglieh-giah’s returning home he discovered that all his cattle had vanished, 
even his gala clothes had gone. However, taking his reed pipes he went off to Pluto’s home but here, too, things 
had changed. Instead of being petted and welcomed by Pluto’s daughters, he was ridiculed and spat upon by 
them, who told him he was ugly and poor and altogether undesirable. Disappointed and filled with remorse, 
Nglieh-giah went back to the river, where he wandered up and down the banks looking for his wife. Meeting 
a frog he was asked what was the matter and bursting into tears Nglieh-giah told his uncle, the frog, all that 
had happened.
“Oh,” said the frog, “I’ll help you. I’ll swallow the water, only you must not laugh.” The frog commenced 
to swallow, but on seeing its stomach growing bigger and bigger Nglieh-giah laughed outright, whereupon all 
the water came back....!
In Hudspeth’s story there are two supernatural powers: the father of Ngao Zhua Pa who dwells in the water, 
lake or river, and “Pluto” the father of Toad and her sister. Nonetheless Ngao Zhua Pa and Toad are related, 
like Cinderella and her stepsisters (Graham 1954:266-69). On cloth #17 a part of the story is illustrated. Here 
Miss Toad is pictured as a coiled up dragon-like snail, or snake (figure 4). But on a cloth for sale by the Hmong 
Women’s Co-op in the fall of 1987, Miss Toad is shown as a rainbow dragon. Hudspeth’s Pluto is probably 
the ruler of the great ocean that encircles the earth, the ocean which on the Chinese emperor’s dragon robe is 
represented by the rainbow-hued bands along the lower border (Camman 1972).
Hmong here explained that Zhua Pa is a bird, maybe a hummingbird. Some said Toad is simply a witch, but 
for Xia Long she becomes the Toad in the moon, whom the Chinese call Chan. In Chinese myth she was the 
wife of the great archer who shot the supernumerary suns and moons which threatened to bum up the world, 
a story also mentioned in the Hmong funeral poem translated by Lemoine (1972). The archer’s wife stole the 
pearl of immortality given to her husband as a reward by the Queen of the Western Paradise, Old Mother Wang, 
and popped it into her own mouth just as her husband was coming back. In panic she fled and hid on the moon 
while her husband took up his abode in the sun, where he as the rooster, bird of the sun, and she, as the three 
legged moon toad, rule the firmament.
There is another tradition about Toad mentioned in the funeral poem translated by Lemoine (1972), the toad 
that pretended to have created life. When the two original brothers, Long Fingers and Short Fingers, asked her 
how big the earth, how high the sky, she just laughed and said, “as big as the palm of my hand,” and hopped 
into a puddle made by a cow’s hoof print. The brothers in fury bludgeoned her, but before she died she uttered 
a terrible curse: “Henceforth all things shall die, trees will lose their leaves in winter.” Later in the poem Ntsi 
Nyong, Lord of the Dead, explains that without death there cannot be life.
This story is also hinted at in the Taoist classics (Girardot, 1983:81):
The Emperor of the South was called Shu. The Emperor of the North was called Hu. And the Emperor of 
the Center was called Hun-dun. Shu and Hu at times mutually came together and met in Hun-dun’s territory. 
Hun-dun treated them very generously. Shu and Hu, then, discussed how they could reciprocate Hun-dun’s vir­
tue saying; “Men all have seven openings in order to see, hear, eat, and breath. He alone does not have any. 
Let us try boring him some.” Each day they bored one hole, and on the seventh day Hun-dun died.
Hun-dun, primeval, undefined yet pregnant chaos is a fundamental concept of Taoism, represented now as 
a wan-tan dumpling, now a bottle gourd, but also as a toad and is the prototype of Humpty-dumpty. Once this 
primeval formlessness is given form, defined, even bludgeoned, broken, it no longer is unstructured, but it has 
shattered first into yin and yang, and then into the 10,000 categories of things. The Lord of the Center is Hun- 
dun, as is Thunder to some Hmong in a widely told version recounted by Lemoine in the context of the funeral 
poem (1972). Hun-dun is that mythical concept that Taoist sages meditate on among the crags on Chinese land­
scape paintings.
It is not clear if this concept of Toad is the same concept as that referred to by Lemoine when he said that 
Hmong are all subjects of Toad (1972a: 144). Graham, in writing about Miao in Sichuan, China, mentions that 
the Miao he knew respected a Female ancestress they call Na Bo, “Miao Mother called Ntse” (Graham 1937:56).
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Figure 13—Design from Striped Hmong Hat Band in Xia Thao’s Collection
From stories Graham collected it becomes evident that Na Bo has toad-like attributes. Instead of dying she simply 
sloughs off her old skin and takes a hot bath (1958: 223). Toads shed their skin as they grow and then sit in 
the sun to dry. How these conceptions of toad in turn relate to the spirals on the funeral collars of the Striped 
Hmong is another question. Obviously, the identity of Toad is eclectic, and maybe all Hmong, even the wisest 
shamans, do not try to make a consistent theology of their beliefs. They are polytheists which presupposes dif­
ferent assumptions about the structure of reality than are formed by our monotheism and hierarchies.
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Plate 7—“Escape from Laos,” detail from Cloth #2
Plate 8—“Farm Work,” detail from Cloth #3
Plate 9—“Four Hmong Myths,” 
Cloth #16

Plate 10—“Four Animals,” Cloth #8
Plate 11—“Animals of the Zodiac,” Cloth #13
CHAPTER IV
STORY CLOTHS
When Hmong first began selling their embroideries in Missoula, except for the few exceptions already noted, 
all the embroidery designs were abstract. What then is the origin of the story cloths which began appearing among 
the other embroideries some five years ago? Earlier representational pieces seen in Missoula were in cross stitch, 
unlike the “long stitch” of the story cloths. There are at least three distinct long stitches used on the cloths under 
review: (1) a crewel-like stitch, which fills the given area with dovetailing stitches in such a way that a rather 
rough, ribbed effect is created (this stitch is common in the work of the Flowery Miao in the American Museum 
of Natural History collection); (2) banded rows of crewel stitch as on the animals on cloth #8 (plate 10); and 
(3) the usual crewel stitch generally used in Western embroidery. The last of these stitches is the one used by 
members of May Youa’s group in the representational embroideries they are now making in Missoula.
The story cloths may have been inspired by another Hmong or Miao speaking group, or they may be a response 
to the Hmong’s own delight in learning to read and write their own language. As they are not based on traditional 
costume embroidery, whatever their significance may be, they can be classified as an example of what Nelson 
Grabum (1976) has called, “ethnic and tourist art of the Fourth World,” that motley array of styles and hastily 
made objects for sale at airport gift shops and tourist traps. Hmong women in making these embroideries may 
simply be responding to the customer’s taste and demand for narrative art because this is such a dominant theme 
in our own art tradition.
The earliest of these story cloths that could be bought in Missoula showed single large animals (plate 10) ar­
ranged without apparent relationship to each other, like illustrations in a baby’s first alphabet book. The individual 
animals are large, two to three inches across, often in bright colors. These cloths were for sale for a while, but 
then stopped being available locally. A new style of figurative embroidery became popular in which quite large 
human figures were shown engaged in familiar occupations from Hmong life in Laos as on cloth #5 (plate 14). 
These cloths were generally provided with captions in English, or near English. Illustrated Hmong stories soon 
followed, again with captions, and figures, often a bit smaller, composed into individual scenes aligned one behind 
the other like Sunday comics, c.f., cloths #16 (plate 9), and 18 (plate 17). Somewhat more recent are cloths 
like #2 (plate 7), 11 (plate 16) and 14 (front cover) in which the artist has created a total composition.
Very popular right now among May Youa’s merchandize are embroideries of valentines with a boy and a girl 
inside kissing and captions such as “I lovely you”. There are also Nativity scenes. One artist embroidered what 
to my eyes was the “Last Supper” from a Sunday School tract, but a young Hmong man pointed it out to me 
as the seven star girls (the artist had not included all twelve disciples). What I took to be the Virgin Mary in 
the lower right hand comer surrounded by an oval frame, he assured me was none other than the Lord of the 
Dead, either Ntsi Nyong or the Old Dragon. Cloth #10 (figure 18) was bought from Hmong in Fresno. It is 
quite different in style and embroidery stitch from the other story cloths, resembling one made by Lia Her Lee 
(Kohler Arts Center, 1986: plate 185). Presumably they are the work of another family group in Ban Vinai camp.
Story cloths cover a wide range of subject matter, including funerals, (cloths #11 and 18; plates 16 and 17) 
and shamanistic ceremonies (cloth #7 plate 13). All cloths I have seen so far are quite chaste and unpomographic. 
The mermaid on cloth #20 (plate 20) is as risque as they get. But I have seen no signs of opium or flowers that 
are obviously opium poppies even though Hmong women have often remarked to me how beautiful fields of pop­
pies are. The cloths illustrate myths, but so far, no private fantasies such as dreams. This is a self conscious 
art at this time, clearly made with the approval of the clients in mind, and of the larger society whom the Hmong 
do not wish to have think ill of them.
To the best of our knowledge all the cloths in the exhibit come from Thailand, but recently several women 
have begun to make more representational embroideries in Missoula, mostly small ones with a few well drawn 
animals embroidered on a square. I do not know about the other two women’s associations who sell embroideries 
in Missoula, but in May Youa’s group the women decide what they want to embroider, or follow the request 
of a client, and then ask a young man from the Striped Costume group (those who supposedly feared representa-
25
tional art in the recent past) to draw the patterns directly on the cloth with a pencil. The young man in question, 
who has since left Missoula, was an art student at the University of Montana. One of his drawings, that of an 
ape, printed in the Hellgate High school ESL journal (1983:7) became the basis for a cloth for sale. May Youa 
herself tried her hand at designing recently and so has May Soua when her mother wanted to embroider some 
valentines for an American friend.
According to May Youa story cloths are only made in Ban Vinai camp in Tailand where there is a regular 
market with many different stalls selling the cloths. Over twenty different young men draw patterns, copying 
pictures out of books. Unfortunately she did not bring back any of the books used as models in the Thai camps 
when she visited there recently. However, for some of the cloths it seems pretty obvious which books have in­
spired the pattern makers. Cloth #17 (figure 4 and plate 19) is remarkably similar to the illustrations for the little 
ESL (English-as-a-second-Language) text, The Orphan and Ngao Zhua Pa (Johnson 1981 see figure 14). The
Figure 14—Illustrations for The Orphan and Ngao Zhua Pa, by Xiong Lia Vang
embroidered figures are not an exact tracing of the text figures, but an adaptation avoiding the overlapping, shading 
and foreshortening of the book illustrations. The patterns are then embroidered by different family groups. May 
Yona thinks that in those cases where the cloths look almost identical, for instance, a cloth in the Kohler exhibi­
tion (Kohler Arts Center 1986: plate 188), and cloth #16 (plate 9), the young men simply copied another cloth 
very carefully or repeatedly traced the picture from the book.
May Youa was unable to find any indication that the Hmong in the camps used a template or even a carbon 
paper to transfer designs to the cloth. As here, the women pay the draughtsmen a small commission for his work.
This leaves many questions unanswered. Hmong artists are turning out literally hundreds of these cloths, many 
of which are quite similar. This could be because even though they are not made in a “factory,” actual working 
conditions allow for a great deal of mutual inspection and presumably borrowing. May Youa said people kept 
inviting her to see them embroider. Possibly the camp setting acts to unify the product.
When comparing the traditional, costume derived embroidery with the new story cloth tradition as art forms, 
it becomes obvious how much the older aesthetic norms have been modified. This is not simply because one 
is abstract and geometrical, the other, an attempt at realism and narrative.
For costume based embroidery, strict rules control color use. White Hmong use pink and lime green background 
cloths with white applique. Sometimes they pick out their work with minute additions of purple, yellow and green 
stitches. Those that wear the batiked skirts generally prefer yellow and red combinations. The Striped prefer 
red and green, but whatever the colors chosen, they continue to carry out the yin/yang opposition. The embroideries 
of the traditional type for sale cater to our tastes. The colors are generally toned down but the essential yin/yang 
opposition can still be seen to apply. Story cloths, on the other hand, do not follow the color dichotomy or sym­
metry of the traditional embroidery.
The traditional designs fill the entire picture plane, making no clear distinction between positive and negative 
space. Hmong women are often at a loss when asked what is the design and what is the background. The story 
cloth figures are arranged on grey, blue, green and beige background with a lot of empty space around the in­
dividual episodes. They are colored realistically in the same limited sense as our comics are. The skirts of the 
Green Hmong are shown stylized into three bands of different colors. Bare feet, Hmong did not wear shoes in 
the mountains, are white, the roofs of houses golden, and so forth. Animals, however, are not subject to such 
approximations of realism, for instance the aqua rhino on cloth #9 (plate 18) and the animals on cloth #10 (figure 
18) which are blue, yellow and red on a black ground.
As the women in Missoula do not make story cloths (unless we include embroideries of simple animals under 
this category) even if they sell them, the men generally are unfamiliar with them. When they do see them they 
are quite delighted and enjoy commenting on details. Some Hmong women are beginning to collect story cloths
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to keep with their other heirlooms hidden in suitcases and bundles under the bed. The traditional embroideries 
will become part of their shroud, but other embroideries are preserved, it seems, simply because embroidery 
is so important to Hmong women. Some also hang story cloths on the walls of their houses. This is not surprising 
as the Hmong in Missoula enjoy putting up all sorts of pictures on their walls, calendars showing “Miss Hmong” 
on the cover, Hmong girls in costume amidst western mountain landscapes and lots of photographs.
As mentioned, the idea of buying embroidery from others is not new to Hmong. Expert needle women are 
sought out and paid well for their work. Young women, or their mothers-in-law, who are otherwise busy, readily 
buy the necessary pieces for gift exchanges. Lindbergh watched a family choose an embroidered piece at an art 
fair to send to a relative in Laos to complete her funeral attire. They chose a cross-stitch piece in pink and green, 
not a piece with spirals as the relative was not a Striped Hmong. A young woman showed me several pairs of 
purses her mother-in-law had sent her. She was trying to decide which pair she wanted her mother-in-law to 
buy for her.
Story Cloths as the Work of Another Miao-Speaking Group
As noted before, not all Miao speakers avoid realism and representational embroidery designs. The Miao speakers 
of eastern Guizhou in China have a representational tradition and today even a narrative one. In the November 
1983, issue of China, a Chinese magazine somewhat like Life magazine, among other pictures of embroidery 
made by Miao speakers there is also a bag decorated with Tian An Men square with two musicians in front of 
the gate, a soldier with a gun and what looks like a dog under a triumphal arch. Birds sit on the roof of the gate, 
maybe the phoenix, and on the border along the mouth of the handbag, two crawling lantemfly caterpillars. The 
embroiderer has proudly written the Chinese characters, Beijing, Tian An Men, beneath a red star. Possibly Chinese 
Communist authorities are encouraging this development in their effort to support native handicrafts and use it 
for propaganda at the same time. Maybe Miao speakers across the border in China have come down to teach 
the Hmong in Thailand a story cloth tradition previously developed in China.
May Youa on her visit to Thailand shortly before we arranged the exhibit offered to ask around to see if she 
could find some answers for us. Her conclusion: Yes, indeed, the initial impetus for making representational 
embroideries came from a Flowery Miao group who moved out of China about 1980 to Chiang Mai in Thailand. 
They made cloths, like Cloth #8, embroidered with single large animals. But the idea to depict scenes from their 
old life, their escape, and especially to illustrate myths and stories came from relatives of Hmong in the refugee 
camps who had moved to the United States and who were homesick for Southeast Asia. I remember hearing 
of one of the first of these cloths when I was still on the board of Lao Family in 1980. It was described as a 
large cloth depicting an entire village.
Writing and Story Cloths
On most of the cloths the scenes follow each other like episodes in the comics. The action starts at the upper 
left then runs to the right and depending on the artist, may then go back and forth or begin again on the next 
row at the left. Individual episodes are drawn in perspective but there is no attempt made (except cloth #1) to 
represent space in an overall sense. That which is closer is not larger, nor does it overlap that which must be 
in the distance. That which is farther away is not higher up on the picture as in Chinese landscape paintings. 
There is also no mist. Clearly, while Chinese literati and “peasant art” paintings are concerned with space, most 
Hmong story cloths are concerned with time and cultural events. I have seen a few still life examples of Chinese 
flower vases. They must not have sold well as I have not seen the type again. We do like our tourist art authen­
tically exotic as Nelson Grabum noted (1976). That the cloths suggest picture writing is not surprising. As pointed 
out, many cloths resemble the illustrations and texts of the little books prepared by Charles Johnson at Macalester 
College, St. Paul, Minnesota (1981). These have been illustrated by Xiong Lia Vang. We have been unable to 
find out more about his background and where he got his inspiration and training. Yang Dao’s book of myths 
(Larteguy and Yang 1978) was illustrated by a Laotian, Halina Luangprasent, in an impressionistic modem style 
of children’s book illustrating. Jean Mottin chose an artist who makes the Hmong look like Cambodians or figures 
out of the Arabian Nights (1979). So, is Xiong Lia Vang copying some other books, or are the pattern makers 
copying him? The gruesome scenes of fighting and camage so well represented in the exhibit at the Long Beach 
Museum of Art summer, 1987, are drawn in the same style as Xiong Lia Vang’s illustrations of myth. This sug­
gests that this style of representation is not simply copied from the little ESL readers, but derives from a more 
widely used source. I simply do not know if this style is an indigenous new Hmong style, or one devised by 
helpful relief workers and handicraft promoters in the camps. Recent narrative art from Guizhou however does 
continue the traditional Miao style from that area as on the bag with Tian-An-Men Square embroidered on it. 
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I would like to argue that the adoption of this kind of picture writing presupposes a change in mode of thought 
from the earlier non-literate way of confronting reality and that such a change is necessarily connected with the 
Hmong developing their own writing system. “The arrangement of words (or “things”) in a list is itself a mode 
of classifying, of defining a semantic field, since it includes some items and excludes others. Moreover it places 
those items in a hierarchy” (Goody 1977:103). Arranging scenes on a picture plane is also a way of systematizing 
them and making them controllable. Writing, of course, does the same thing. It takes sounds and speech units 
and breaks them up into manageable bites, but as Goethe let Mephistopheles point out in his Faust unfortunately 
by this procedure the sense of the whole is often violated. To reduce Hmong myths to episodes that follow one 
upon the other requires a view of these myths that runs counter to the fluidity of the oral tradition. .
Drawing stick figures may well be a universal trait, but drawing pictures that seek to capture an instant in 
time like a camera and that are concerned with portraying volume and perspective, require a more list making, 
mathematical, perhaps scientific frame of mind. There have been other cases where a non-literate group haying 
developed their own writing system also began to concentrate on realistic, narrative art. The Alaskan Eskimo 
after 1880 elaborated old bow drill engravings while at the same time they invented their own writing system. 
I was shown a book hand written by an Eskimo shaman that the father of a woman in Madison, Wisconsin, had 
been given. He had been a Moravian missionary around 1890 in Alaska, south of the Kuskokwim River, and 
had worked closely with the shaman who invented the Eskimo writing system using it to transcribe verses of 
the Bible. There were other scripts invented by Eskimo at the same general time (Anderson and Eels, 1935).
Of course it is questionable if we can compare the Hmong, a displaced farm population from China (even if 
vigorously non-Han), who did not write in Laos, with the Eskimo who lived truly isolated from all centers of 
writing before the 1800’s. Many Hmong believe they were not only non-literate but that this was preferable. 
They tell stories about how ancestors tried to carry books across a river, but only those who “ate” them, that 
is to say, those who memorized the words, were able to preserve their contents. The Yao speakers have preserved 
their ancient texts written in Chinese characters and illustrated in the style of Chinese religious art (Lemoine 
1982). When Hmong first arrived it was proposed that the Hmong should first be taught to read and write Hmong 
to facilitate learning English, the leaders were quite adverse to this.
By the 1950s non-Hmong for various reasons, political, and to convert Hmong to Christianity, had devised 
various scripts for writing Hmong. But in the 1950s the Hmong came to have a script of their own. Morechard, 
who mentions that the script was introduced by a visionary from Vietnam, identifies the script as deriving from 
the Yi, also known as Lolo or Nosu, a Tibeto-Burmese speaking group who were the overlords of some Miao 
in Yunnan (1968:81). The Yi have long been known to have their own scripts, which differ from Chinese characters 
and the Deva Nagari derived script of Tibet. According to my informants the script was introduced by Hmong 
who said they had the surname Thao and who used it to support their claim to supernatural inspiration and main­
tained that it had been divinely revealed to them. As explained to me a supematurally gifted child, or maybe 
twins, was bom somewhat on the order of the Bodhisattva Xin Say in Mua Neng’s story in Chapter 6. That is, 
the child was more or less full grown and ready to go at birth. He died at about the age of three, but then reap­
peared in his father’s dreams (some say it was really his mother’s) and proceeded to teach him or her a new 
script for writing Hmong. Later, the visionary, Yang Song Leu, revised this script several times creating an in­
genious syllabary, almost an alphabet. Lemoine (1972:143-44) says that Yang Song Leu displeased the military 
authorities at the time who imprisoned him. Some say he was assassinated, others say he is still alive. Lemoine 
calls the script Yang Song Leu elaborated the mystique script (1972a). Others here call it the Chao Fa script. 
Those working with William Smalley in Minnesota on a research project about the script, prefer the name pajhaj 
script.
The Chao Fa, or Heavenly Warriors as mentioned in the introduction, are members of a messianic, millen- 
narian movement in Laos centered in this case not on Yu Cha, but on the Bodhisattva Sin Xay, i.e., more of 
a Lao deity than a supernatural closely associated with the Hmong past in China. I was told in 1981 that the 
movement is or was led by a visionary who is able to learn the correct Hmong words for all modem things by 
conferring with the ancestors who have in fact been the true inventors of airplanes, modem weapons, television 
sets, the whole shebang. In this respect the movement maybe similar to others which swept Southeast Asia and 
the Pacific after the G.I.”s left with their big ships and wonderful PX stores after the Second World War. As 
one young Hmong man said to me when we met at the airport while waiting to meet someone, “You don’t really 
mean for me to believe that the huge airplane we see out there on the tarmac was designed and developed by 
ordinary human beings? Of course not. It must have been sent by the ancestors!”
The visionary and his followers, for a while at least, remained behind in Laos, hiding in caves in the Phou 
Bia mountain massif in Xieng Kouang province, continuing the struggle against the communist government and 
the Vietnamese. It was this group that reported that they had been targets of yellow rain, or red, or biological warfare.
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In Ban Vinai, the camp the story cloths come from, the Chao Fa group is said to have developed an archive 
of Hmong lore and to be training young men in music and other arts. They have constructed a temple at this 
ramp Tn photographs I was shown by Hmong in Missoula, it looks more like an enclosure hung with white altar 
paper similar to that used by a Hmong shaman. Inside the temple area a sculpture of the primeval boar (probably 
the ancestor of Yu Cha) and of Toad have been placed. The movement is also distinguished by banners, There 
is one with a red background symbolizing the Hmong nation. On it are represented Thunder, moon and the four 
directions as celestials. Another banner with a blue ground represents education. It is this movement which is 
intimately linked to the Hmong script and which has used the script to write instruction books. Early in 1980 
I was shown one of these complete with drawings but in a style different from that of the story cloths. It may 
be that members of this movement are also behind the making of the story cloths, as they are the innovators 
concerned with reinventing, or resystematizing Hmong culture.
Story Cloths as Tourist Art of the Fourth World
The Hmong are members of the Fourth World as defined by Grabum, (1976). They are a dominated, marginal 
group living within the First World, the West and the Third or so-called developing world. There is, of course, 
a distinction between Hmong living in the United States, those living in village communities in Southeast Asia 
and China, and those in refugee camps.
As Southeast Asia is developing industry many of the artisans who used to make souvenir trinkets for the tourist 
market have ridden off on their Suzuikis and Hondas to more lucrative jobs in factories. Their places have been 
taken by people in the refugee camps. These artisans are surely members of the Fourth World. They are using 
their traditional skills not in order to satisfy their own needs, but in order to make embroideries for some unknown 
tourist market. They do not understand the taste or values of their customers, yet are anxious to please.
There is some question, however, if the story cloths are simply a tourist art. It could be that leaders of the 
Chao Fa movement or other leaders, have consciously encouraged die development of story cloths in order to 
publicize Hmong traditions and the plight of the Hmong people. Among the forty-eight cloths on view at the 
exhibit, “Embroidered History” is one which is fifteen feet long showing all of Long Chien, Vang Pao’s war 
time capital (c.f., cloth #1). The curator of the Long Beach exhibit, “Embroidered History,” Josine Ianco Star- 
rels, suggested in a telephone conversation that the Hmong story cloths which describe their plight in Laos, the 
terrors of their exodus and the cruelty of the various authorities, might be profitably compared to the Bayeux 
Tapestry, the eleventh century embroidery which celebrates and tries to legitimize the Norman conquest of Bri­
tain (Maclagan 1945). Of course, the Hmong embroideries were never intended to be displayed on special occa­
sions as the over seventy meter long Bayeux Tapestry was and is, but by sending off their embroideries to the 
world tourist market, the Hmong are also broadcasting their point of view and pleading their case in the court 
of public opinion. Perhaps it would be more accurate to call at least some of the story cloths advocacy art.
One problem with tourist art is that it tends to drive out the traditional art. Making story cloths may be en­
couraging the embroiderers in the refugee camps to neglect making their own traditional embroidery and prepar­
ing pieces for dowry and gift exchanges. Hmong women here who are older and not working find that they have 
ample time for both. An embroider of the expertise of May Ly has made a number of complete traditional outfits 
for her daughter’s dowry; at the same time that she has made all manner of embroideries for sale or gifts ranging 
from minute cross-stitch work to tea towels with “Merry Christmas” written on them, decorated with apphqued 
birds and flowers cut out of paisley prints, the whole surrounded with lacy edging decorated with little red ducks.
Perhaps those Hmong still farming in the mountains are finding it hardest to make embroideries lacking cloth 
and thread and maybe time. On the other hand, the young women who have come to the United States are for 
the most part not learning to embroider when young and are thus in danger of not developing the excellent eye/hand 
coordination and sense of design that their mothers have. It is now too early to tell if the different directions 
in which Hmong embroidery is going are way stations on the development of a new approach in the ancient textile 
art of the Hmong people, or the death throws of that tradition.
Conclusion
To the young woman from the Striped group the embroidered squares are basically caudiforms or Xs. The 
caudiform or X’ is the “cross belts,” distinguishing insignia of the descendants of Pan Hu and presumably other 
animal ancestors of the Miao and Yao speaking people. Many of the designs, are called foot print by Xia 
Thao and Mao Heu. It seems possible then that the designs are comparable to totemic crests, that is to say, they 
symbolize the mythical ancestor of the group. .
In an introductory essay to the exhibit, Hmong Art Tradition and Change, Joanne Cubbs mentions the impo -
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tance of the little decorative purses my informants called hnab nyiaj (figure 10). Cubbs says,
“According to one custom, each purse should be decorated with sixteen snail shell designs and ninety-five tiny 
embroidered triangles or nrhia. The snail shell correspond to the number of principal posts supporting a tradi­
tional Hmong house. The nrhia represent the total number of secondary posts and roof beams. The latter also 
symbolize wealth and the incentive required to accomplish ones goals. “(1986:24)
In other words, the designs relate to the patrimony, that is the wealth and status of the household or of a family 
in the broad sense of the term. These families protected by the surrounding borders or guards can then live in 
harmony and peace.
In discussing the apparent composition of the Striped costume group, I proposed that those who wear this costume 
type now came to do so in the past because they or their parents became followers of a visionary or reincarnation 
of a Hmong messiah or king. As they adopted the costume type of the leader, they also became adopted into 
his group and, therefore, accepted the leader’s putative family tree as their own. These “family trees” are given 
form in epic-like myths like the long story about the prince Mu Hu told by Xia Long and that about Sin Xay 
told by Mua Neng. It is then the crest, the coat of arms, of the costume group that is celebrated in paj ntaub 
designs, not that of surname groups, xeem. In cloth #19 (back cover), this idea is given new form. Instead of 
the abstract traditional footprint design, the artist has revealed the visionary ancestor to us. In this case, it is 
the Bodhisattva Sin Xay, who as Mua Neng has told, has one brother who is an elephant, the other a clump of 
moss or a snail shell. On our cloth he stands, hands outstretched to the birds, the messengers from the ancestors. 
According to some informants, above him floats the insignia of General Vang Pao’s troops others I have asked 
about this are less sure. Again, it depends on what part of the design they focus. I focused on the clasped hands, 
while my informant was more interested in that two objects were crossed. He told me that the insignia would 
of course be of weapons, swords or something crossing, may be even hands. The heart represents the kingdom 
of Laos, the clasped hands reach out for friendship. In its basic symmetry and composition cloth #19 is a close 
translation of the common paj ntaub design into a story cloth, the translation of the totemic “footprint” into 
a vision of the ancestor in person.
Figure 15—A Shaman in the Doorway, detail from Cloth #4
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CHAPTER V
CATALOGUE OF CLOTHS
In our exhibit, “Remembering the Old Ways,” Lindbergh and I arranged the cloths so that a continuous nar­
rative could be prepared as a hand out to give to the public. Later, when we had to abandon this plan, we con­
tinued the original numbering system. I have used the captions from the exhibit below modified to augment, not 
repeat, information given in previous chapters.
CLOTH #1 General Vang Pao’s Headquarters at Long Chien, Laos (54” x 54”)
This large grey cloth, embroidered in white, blue and green, with small golden roof tops for accent, shows 
General Vang Pao’s house with surrounding verandas against the mountains of Laos. Vang Pao used to remark 
how the Bitterroot Valley of Montana reminded him of Long Chien. This cloth shows why. The artist has evident­
ly been inspired by a photograph, similar to one included in the exhibit of Montana Hmong arts and crafts at 
the Missoula Museum of the Arts, 1978. This photograph had been prepared by Americans involved in dropping 
aid packages to isolated Hmong villages during the fighting in Laos.
CLOTH #2 Escape from Laos (36” x 36”) (plate 7)
On a dark grey/blue background the artist has shown people leaving their mountain homes to reach the Mekong 
River. The river runs diagonally across the picture with people floating across by any means at hand, boats, inner 
tubes. Most Hmong did not know how to swim and feared disturbing the dragons of rivers and lakes. Many stories 
are told of the escape: of children becoming separated, of trying to live like the Yellow Leaves (a Semang like 
remnant hunting people with whom the Striped costume group apparently had had a silent trading relationship 
and some of whom joined them in the camps (personal communication from Jerry Daniel). One energetic woman 
who lived in Missoula is said to have escaped several times across the Mekong River in order to bring out her 
valued possessions. A young boy about 8 years old managed to hold a young woman afloat as he swam across 
in an inner tube. Xia Long, our story teller, found that the family had forgotten his daughter-in-law in the scram­
ble to get into the boat in the dark, so he used his magic power to “call” her soul and she joined them later. 
Ia Vang carefully carried her family heirloom embroideries across tied to her back.
Once safely on the other side problems were not over. Thailand, alarmed by the flood of refugees, sent soldiers 
to control new arrivals as shown on this cloth. The Thai border patrol has brought a big bluegreen truck.
CLOTH #3 Daily Life in the Mountains of Laos (33” x 33”)
In Laos Hmong did not build their houses on piles as Lao do, but built them on pounded earth platforms. Houses 
served both secular and religious functions, as Hmong built no temples or community halls in Laos.
In the second row of this cloth, a man and a woman are shown grinding com while another couple is busy 
husking rice (plate 8). No other farm machinery was used. The grain was cut with a sickle. Hmong planted com 
and dry land rice in the ashes of the trees they had cut and burned in order to prepare clearings in the jungle. 
When the fertility of the cleared land declined, the community broke up, each family group moving on to find 
new land. Hmong families, for many generations, have learned to pick up roots and begin afresh.
Pigs and chickens were the main farm animals. Cattle and goats provided meat, not milk. Horses supplied 
transportation. The dog, who Hmong believe retains the ability to see spirits which humans have lost, warns 
against intruders, human and supernatural.
CLOTH #4 Hmong Customs in Laos (67 1/2” x 64”)
Some Hmong worked steep hill farms; others developed their own irrigation systems with bamboo pipes, as 
can be seen on this cloth (first row, far right), and grew wet rice with the help of water buffaloes. Although 
31
they have been excellent farmers for thousands of years, Hmong have continued to be passionate hunters. In 
the bottom row men are shown hunting with homemade flintlock guns and cross bows (plate 15). In Montana 
the men are still passionate hunters, but now some women join them.
New costumes are worn by those who play the courting game at the New Year celebration (row three). Two 
different costume types—the Green and the White—are shown on this cloth.
After the courting games, the wedding ceremony is shown from right to left (rows four and five). The mother 
of the bride is furious when she learns from a messenger that her girl has been seduced by her would-be husband. 
She threatens the husband-to-be with a stick as the messenger kowtows. Even though the couple has chosen each 
other, for a marriage to be valid it should be negotiated. For this each family chooses a spokesman who knows 
the sacred poems, but this important part of the ceremony is not shown on this cloth.
A banquet follows, paid for by the groom. It should include a huge pig as here. At the feast well-wishers tie 
their good wishes to the wrists of the couple with white string (figure 2). Then the souls and good fortune of 
the young couple, enfolded inside an umbrella and tied with the black and white striped turban band of the bride, 
are carried to the groom’s home.
As the bride enters the groom’s house, a rooster is waved over her to finalize her admission as a member of 
the groom’s household. Only later, after death, does she become a member of his xeem. She is introduced to 
the groom’s ancestors and spirits of the house and altar. This may require a shaman s services, as here (row 
four, far left) where the shaman can be seen standing with an iron rattle framed by the sacred door the one 
looking down the valley and over the pass in the mountains (figure 15). Eggs are used for divination and are 
an important symbol. The two sticks next to the eggs are incense sticks.
CLOTH #5 Hmong Customs in Laos (65” x 65”) (plate 14)
On this cloth further farming techniques are shown, such as hoeing the ground and planting with a digging 
stick (bottom row; see also cloth #4).
In rows three and four another wedding ceremony can be seen. Again, the mother confronts the groom with 
a stick to assure that the groom is serious about wishing to marry her daughter, that no matter how hard she 
hits him he will hold onto her daughter’s hand. At the ceremony at the girl’s house, the groom and best man 
should kowtow to each member of her family and thank them for allowing him to marry the girl. The costume 
worn here is that of the White Costume group—note the embroidered sailor collar on the girl’s shirt.
This cloth was purchased early in the development of the story cloths. The figures, quite large, are arranged 
along equi distant lines like words on a page.
CLOTH #6 The New Year (33” x 33”)
In Laos the high point of the Hmong year was the New Year celebration. After a feast and entertainment, 
sometimes including bull fights in which animal was pitted against animal without human intervention, as shown 
on this cloth (plate 12), young boys and girls play an ancient courting game known in China centuries before 
the birth of Christ. Wearing their finest embroidered clothes and much silver jewelry, they paired off and tossed 
balls to each other. This ball game, also known as ‘‘moon dances,” includes alternate singing of special songs 
and the exchange of forfeits to be redeemed later. Some young men played the six-pipe flute as they danced and 
did stunts. Other men and boys played a special game made from the lug tree, the tree that allowed Thunder’s 
child to join him in the sky (see The Story of Flowery Comb and Toad, Chapter 6).
In Missoula the Hmong community celebrates the New Year at Thanksgiving time by inviting non-Hmong friends 
to a communal feast followed by entertainment and dancing to the music of Hmong rock bands. The musicians 
now include both boys and girls. There is even an all-girl band. Each family is assessed a certain amount to defray 
the costs of the celebration. The ball game is still played in a high school gym, but the bull fights have been 
replaced by competitions among Hmong soccer teams from various cities.
CLOTH #7 A Shamanistic Ceremony (14” x 14”) (plate 13)
For traditional Hmong everything in the visible world contains a spiritual essence. It is the shaman’s task to 
confront these essences during trance and to arrange exchanges with the help of sacrifices. In this way he can 
heal the sick and advise the community on spiritual matters.
A shaman is shown here (upper left) during a seance. He is sitting on a low bench, his “horse,” shaking as 
he projects his soul to ride to other worlds. Over his face he wears a cloth. This is usually black, but in this 
case it is red. This means that the shaman is traveling to the ocean at the end of the earth, the Red River. Accor- 
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ding to Morechard, this dangerous journey begins with the shaman ceremonially dying. That is to say, the qhuab 
ke, Opening the Way, portion of the funeral poems is recited and the shaman falls into a deep trance (1968:186). 
When he regains consciousness he speaks in tongues interpreted by his assistant, the figure sitting next to the 
shaman on the right.
CLOTH #8 Four Animal (19” x 19”) (plate 10)
Four large animals are shown on a grey background surrounded by an orange red border. One of the animals 
seems to be a dinosaur or possibly a dragon. They look like pictures traced from a primer. This style of story 
cloth was the earliest in Missoula. The style was taught by Miao speakers from China.
CLOTH #9 Animals in a Forest Glade (35” x 35”) (plate 18)
The line between humans and animals is a fluid one in Hmong stories. People may change into animals, especially 
tigers. Souls of the dead may appear as butterflies. Animals may take the form of humans, as when the dragon 
of a lake or river appears as a handsome man.
The rooster is the bird of the sun. With his voice, represented by the six-pipe flute at funerals, he can speak 
to the deadjust as with his crowing, he awakens the sun at dawn. Toad inhabits the moon and is related to Thunder. 
Some speak of a toad-rhinoceros spirit. The Hmong here agree that it is this spirit which the pale aqua rhino 
represents on this cloth.
Crab covers the opening to the sky through which the flood waters pass. Tortoise, the most truthful messenger 
brings advice from the spirit world and the ancestors, as does the minah bird. Eagle flies to the ends of the universe 
to tell the primeval brothers how wide the sky, how big the earth is. The rainbow is the Old Dragon of the great 
ocean. To some as in Xia Long’s story about Mu Hu, he is the Lord of the Dead. No one should point at the 
rainbow lest it offend the supernatural force. Monkeys are always good subjects for stories. They are said to 
have a queen who once went to the land of the sky as in the story of the evil Queen of Monkeys told by Ghia 
Thao and translated by May Soua Vang (see Chapter 6).
CLOTH #10 Animals (25” x 25”) (figure 18)
This black cloth decorated with colorful animals, in reds, yellows and blues, is quite different from other pieces 
in technique, scale and the relationship between positive and negative space. It was bought from Hmong in Fresno, 
California.
CLOTH #11 The Orphan Who Stole Silver and Gold from the Monkeys (36” x 51”)
The full story, only partially illustrated on this cloth, is told in Chapter 6 (plate 16). From another version 
of this story, published by Mottin (1979:339, Story 30), it becomes clear that the monkeys mistook the orphan 
for the Queen of Monkeys who had gone to the sky. This story is probably another episode in the myth cycle 
which includes Kia Thao’s story, “The Queen of the Monkeys” (see Chapter 6).
Figure 16—Cross-Stitched Emblem of Royal Laos on a Shoulderbag
33
CLOTH #12 Mixing Geometrical and Representational Traditions (34” x 34”) (plate 21)
As the tradition of these ‘‘Story Cloths” evolves, some artists are attempting to reconcile the two traditions, 
geometric and representational.
This cloth is quite similar to cloth #9 (plate 18) except that the area occupied by the rhino is here taken up 
by a variation of the spiral, footprint motif, but which in this particular variation using heart shapes is not tradi­
tional for Hmong in Missoula, although the heart is an ancient Buddhist motif. Some Hmong now use the heart 
as shorthand for the emblem on the royal Lao flag—three elephants standing on the steps of Buddhist law (figure 
16). Of course, by now they have also learned about valentines.
CLOTH #13 Animals of the Zodiac (18” x 18”) (plate 14)
Like the Chinese, Hmong name their years after the twelve animals of the Chinese zodiac. 1986 is the year 
of the tiger, 1987 of the rabbit. According to Chindarsi (1976:58), the Hmong he studied use 24 animals to name 
the days of the month. Each animal presages either good or bad fortune. Like other East Asians, Hmong seek 
to divine the future by many different methods, one of which is shown here. This is a recent method for learning 
if a day is auspicious. This system of divination, I have been told, is associated with the Chao Fa movement.
For ordinary counting the Hmong use a system based on ten, like the Chinese, and women tend to count out 
their textile patterns by units of five or ten.
CLOTH #14 When Plants Harvested Themselves (14” x 14”) (front cover)
Long ago people and plants had made a pact to help each other. Humans protected plants from wild animals 
and freed their roots from noxious weeds. Plants, in return, harvested themselves and brought the crops to the 
people. But humans, being lazy, failed to build granaries. When the crops arrived, like a veritable flood, they 
had no place to go. Sadly, the crops returned to the fields. So now mankind must carry the harvest home laboriously 
in carrying baskets on the back.
The same myth is alluded to on cloth #15 (middle bottom row), and on cloth #16 (middle top row).
CLOTH #15 The Flood (32” x 32”)
Unlike the book of Genesis in which God created Heaven and Earth and all living things in only seven days, 
the Hmong creation story is a gradual unfolding interspersed with periods of chaos and flood. Depicted on the 
upper part of this cloth is the story of a flood that covered the earth, leaving alive only a brother and sister who 
had taken refuge in a drum (in some stories, a gourd). Since all other people had perished, there was no one 
left for them to marry, but one another. The sister had grave qualms, but the brother proposed that each roll 
a millstone down the mountainside. If they came to rest on top of each other then this would be a sign that their 
marriage would be sanctioned. After they rolled the stones, the brother reached the foot of the hill first and quick­
ly placed the stones on top of each other, and tricked his sister into marrying him. From this incestuous union 
was bom a child shaped like an egg or a gourd. The father took the egg and dashed it to pieces. From each 
piece sprang either one of the Hmong surname groups or a division of mankind. Thus, the world was repopulated. 
This story is also partially told on the lower part of cloth #16, (plate 9).
From the red fringe on top of the woman’s turbans, the people on this cloth can be recognized as White Hmong 
from western Laos.
CLOTH #16 Four Hmong Myths (66” x 66”) (plate 9)
Beginning on the first row left hand side, the Lord of the Sky can be seen sitting like an official behind his 
purple desk, dominating the entire cloth. Next to him stand the seven star maidens dressed in White or Black 
costumes from eastern Laos. Next are the vegetables that harvested themselves (see cloth #14, front cover). At 
the far right is an orphan, dressed up in a coat made of many animal and bird pelts playing his six-pipe flute, 
as the star princess had instructed him to do in order to best the emperor (figure 1). This is one of the many 
stories about the orphan who married the seventh star maiden and became emperor like Mu Hu did in Xia Long’s 
story.
The next three rows detail the story of the man who shot a gibbon and probably because he had already shot 
more than his share of game, the tiger spirit took possession of his body. When he arrived back home, the young 
girl who was staying with her sister, his wife, far away from other Hmong families in the jungle, recognized 
that this was really a tiger who had come home, not her brother-in-law. The tiger proceeded to kill all the family,
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but the wife’s young sister was able to keep him at bay. At last two large birds took her message to her brothers 
who finally came and killed the tiger. She returned home with them. The moral is, do not live far from others 
even if it seems convenient at the time.
The last three rows tell the story of the Flood, c.f., cloth #15, using many of the same images, all of which 
are reminiscent of the little ESL book about the Flood published by Macalester College (1981).
CLOTH #17 Yer and the Tiger and the Hmong Cinderella Story (61” x 64”)
The first rows of this cloth also tell the story of Yer and the tiger as on cloth #16, but the last two concern 
the story of Ngao Zhua Pa, Flowery Comb, the beautiful woman with long, long hair, and her rivalry with Miss 
Kou Ker which can be translated as of the Snake, or Toad family.
On this cloth the orphan was advised by an old forest spirit in the shape of an old hag as to how he could 
find a wife. She told him to choose the last of three sisters riding by on dirty horses (plate 19; see also figure 
14). His spirit wife, Ngao Zhua Pa, brought him wealth and happiness through her magic. Later, Miss Kou Ker, 
represented here by a coiled ogress with sharp teeth and floppy ears (figure 4), convinced the orphan to abandon 
his wife and to marry her instead, only to discover that she was really an ugly toad who laughed at his gullibility 
and lack of faithfulness. See Chapter 6 for the full story as told by Xia Long Mua and the discussion of his ver­
sion, Chapter 3.
Figure 17—Tiger, detail from Cloth #18
CLOTH #18 The Taming of the Shrew (78” x 62”) (plate 17)
The story line runs from left to right and then from right to left.
Neng Plia, a great shaman and six-pipe flute player, had married Yer, who was also a powerful psychic. While 
Neng Plia was in the Skyland during a trance, the tiger demons tricked his wife into following them. She tried 
to awaken Neng Plia, but when she could not, she left her comb on his chest which then grew into a huge tree 
under which he slumbered for a long time.
In the meantime, Yer became the ghost who rides on the back of demon tigers. When Neng Plia finally awaken­
ed, he set out in earnest to retrieve Yer. He could easily follow the tigers’ spoor because his wife had stuck sapl­
ings into the ground at each resting spot.
At last Neng Plia and Yer were reunited in the tigers’ den, but before he could leave with her, he had to defeat 
the tiger demons. Yer poured water into a bowl so he could “see” the spirit tigers’ reflections. When the tigers 
returned with prey in their mouths, Yer pricked them with her embroidery needle, causing them to fall into a 
deep sleep, and Neng Plia easily killed them with his magic sword. Yer did not trust his devotion to her and 
changed into a fox spirit (fifth row, far right), but still agreed to accompany Neng Plia.
Halfway home she asked Neng Plia to help her transform completely back into a human being by digging a 
grave, lining it with stinging nettles and making a big fire. She finally sloughed off the animal skin and gave 
birth to three kittens, which soon died when offered rice which is, human food.
Free of her spell, Yer followed Neng Plia home only to discover that his parents were just conducting a memorial 
service for him. They did not recognize their son, so he asked to be allowed to play the six-pipe flute for the 
ceremonies. Since six-pipe flutes can speak, he let the music tell his father that his own lost son had returned 
home. There was great rejoicing, but when Yer tried to enter the house, the spirit of the door would not let her 
pass until a sacrifice was made. This final scene is not shown on the cloth.
The story as told by Dia Vang is given in the final chapter.
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CLOTH #19 One Hmong Messiah, The Bodhisattva Sin Xay (17” x 17”) (back cover)
The Hmong messiah, or one conception of him, is portrayed here standing behind an elephant. The branches 
which seem to grow out of his elephant-like ears are meant to be growing behind him, the Hmong say. Mua 
Neng’s version of the story of Sin Xay can be found in Chapter 6.
Mua Neng, a seriously wounded veteran in his thirties when he told the story, belongs to the Striped costume 
group and is a close relative of Xia Long. He recorded this story together with, “Nu Ya and the Tiger” for 
me early in 1981 when he had only recently arrived. There may be purpose in the juxtaposition of these two 
stories. After rescuing his father’s sister from the monster king, Sin Xay declined his father’s offer to become 
the Hmong king, deciding instead to become the guide for all mankind. On the other hand, the descendants of 
Tiger in Mua Neng’s other story, withdrew permanently to the Yin side of the world and will never be able to 
come to the aid of their brother, that is, help mankind. Maybe Mua Neng is renouncing an older Hmong search 
for a better life, represented by Tiger, (maybe Pa Tyay) for a more ecumenical approach given form by Sin Xay 
who is in the main a Lao hero figure. „
The story of Sin Xay exists in two versions in Lao literature. An older version written in “Tham character 
script is called ‘‘Lam sin say,” and an unfinished poetic form by the poet, Pankham, is based in part on this 
older version (Chamberlaine, 1979:61). Many Hmong have also seen a film version of the Lao poems while still 
in Thailand. Sin Xay is a Bodhisattva, one who has achieved enlightenment, but out of compassion for mankind, 
he has commited himself to continued rebirths in order to help others achieve Nirvana. Mua Neng says Sin Xay 
has always been a Hmong hero. As mentioned before, it seems to be Sin Xay, not Yu Cha, who animates the 
visionary of the Chao Fa millenarian movement.
In Mua Neng’s telling of the story of Sin Xay, he emphasizes that those isolated in the mountains have fallen 
behind other people and this is why the Hmong people are ‘‘backward.” A relative of Mua Neng told the story 
of the incestuous couple, and The Flood story but in this case, the baby was a large gourd. The parents kept 
hearing voices inside the gourd but could not find a way to break it open. Finally the man took a red hot poker 
and bored a hole. The first people to emerge were quite dark, singed by the hot poker. The next group were 
people like the Hmong who then ran off into the forests to find a livelihood. The last group were pale and had 
the tenderest feet. They decided to stay nearby protected by the Gourd and not to roam looking for food. This 
is why they developed modem technology. Hmong often bring up how nomadic their life in the mountains was 
as an excuse for what they perceive as cultural inadequacy.
CLOTH #20 The World (36” x 36”) (plate 20)
When the Hmong came to Missoula, they flew directly from refugee camps to the United States on jumbo jets. 
Many had no conception of the lands and oceans they crossed. Now as they, or their children and grandchildren, 
go to school, they discover afresh what Eagle told the primeval brothers—that the sky is infinite, the earth im­
mense! And they gain glimpses of our ideas about the universe, and the meaning of human life.
Here is a map of the world (traced from some old atlas where the British Empire, painted pink, seems still 
intact), but with it is also the spiral motif some identify with Thunder and Toad giving form to their own understan­
ding of the nature of life and death and of man’s place in the infinite.
Spider Web Applique with Spirals
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CHAPTER VI
HMONG STORIES AS TOLD 
IN MISSOULA
The Story of Mu Hu [Mum Huj]
Told by Xia Long Mua (Txhia Looj Mua) and translated with the help of Mai Lee (Maiv Us) and Xeng Thao 
(Xeeb Thoj). This story has also been published in The Hmong World (Mua and Bessac 1986).
This is a story which Hmong (Hmoob) learned in China (Tua tshoj teb). It was told to me by Mua Nye Toua 
(Muas nyiaj tuam) who told it to anybody who wanted to listen. Mua Nye Toua had an excellent memory for 
stories and that is why he could teach the story to others.
Long ago there lived a king named Zeng Jong Shu (Zeej Tsoom Swb) [literally translated this means, chief 
of the subjugated people].1 Although he had a wife he did not have any children. When he and his wife were 
quite old his wife conceived and gave birth to a boy. They called him Mu Hu. The baby was bom with a book 
under his armpit. When they opened the book they found that in it was written, “Mu Hu will have the Old Dragon’s 
(Zaj txoo laus) daughter for his wife.” At the same time a child was bom to the Old Dragon, a baby girl. She 
too had a book under her arm. In it was written, “Zer (Ntxawm) [youngest daughter] shall become the bride 
of the Hmong prince Mu Hu.” Now the parents of these babies knew what the future would bring but they did 
not know where to find their children’s future spouses.
When Mu Hu was eight years old the Sky Demon came and started a boastful rumor about the Hmong king. 
He whispered, “Zeng Jong Shu is a very good man. He is so polite, so generous; whoever comes to his house 
will be well received. He does not care if they are rich or poor, whoever they may be, he bids them welcome. 
He is famous for his kindness all over the world!”
In time the King of Heaven (Huab Tai Quam Ntuj) heard this boast and decided to put Zeng Jong Shu to the 
test. He sent two messengers disguised as filthy beggars, covered with sores, hungry and in rags to Zeng Jong 
Shu’s house. At the gate they were met by the king’s guards.
“What do you want here?” they demanded.
The two beggars answered, “We are poor, hungry and sick. We beg of the King to help us.
The guards told the king, “Two beggars, covered with sores, are outside the gate asking to be given medicine 
and a place to stay.”
“Go, bid them welcome,” the king replied.
So the guards invited the two in.
“We do not hope to be allowed to see the king. We know the king will not want to have anything to do with 
two such miserable beggars as we. Even if we accept his hospitality we cannot presume to sleep in the king s 
guest apartment, on coverlets of silk and satin.”
But the king’s servants knew how the king offered hospitality to all, so they brought the two messengers before 
the king. Zeng Jong Shu bid them welcome and offered them beds of silver and gold, covered with silken com­
forters. Every day for seven days he killed a pig in their honor. And when they were ready to leave he heaped 
them with gifts of food, clothes and whatever they needed. Then the messengers returned to the King of Heaven.
The messengers reported to the King of Heaven, “Zeng Jong Shu is truly very kind. We tested him, but he 
gave us a good place to sleep. He killed chickens and pigs for us, gave us gold and silver money, new co es 
to wear. He is really a very generous man.”
As there are few good and generous people like that, when the King of Heaven heard this report he decided 
he would bring Zeng Jong Shu and his wife up to heaven so they could help him rule the heavens. The heavenly 
king put the idea in Zeng Jong Shu’s head that he wished to live like his subjects, like ordinary people. So he
'Notes surrounded by squared brackets are by Bessac and Thao. Those in parentheses are by Xia Long. 
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said to his wife, “I am getting old and yet I have never done what ordinary people do. I will go out and cut 
firewood and collect kindling today.”
Then his wife agreed, ‘‘I too am getting on and have never seen the world outside the palace. I will go to 
collect pig food for our animals.”
After breakfast the king took his axe and his wife put a carrying basket on her back. Together they set out 
to go into the jungle. The royal retainers tried to stop them.
“Please do not go. It is not necessary for you to cut wood and collect pig food. We will do it for you,” they 
pleaded.
But the king and queen were adamant. Disregarding what their retainers said, they set off into the jungle.
They had not been away long when a great storm blew up. The wind howled, the rain pelted the earth. The 
storm clouds surrounded the king and queen. They were never seen again. The King of Heaven had whisked 
them away.
After the storm subsided the people of the palace waited and waited for the king and queen to return. But when 
they did not return Mu Hu and the servants set out to look for them. But look as much as they could, they did 
not find a trace of the royal couple. Finally, they had to give up the search.
Now Mu Hu was an orphan. When the New Year came around and all families celebrated, Mu Hu had no 
family with whom to celebrate.
“In other years when my parents still lived we had great celebrations with lots of food. We slaughtered many 
animals. Then we were rich, but now I am poor. I will set out to catch fish. I will go alone.”
Mu Hu took his fish hook, packed some food and clothes, put them in a pack on his back and walked until 
he came to the banks of a big river. He followed the river until he came to a gorge with sheer cliffs on either 
side. There were two caves in these cliffs in which lived a male tiger and his mate. As he saw no way to continue, 
Mu Hu collected wood and made a fire quite unaware that he was sitting between the tiger caves.
When the tiger became aware of Mu Hu he called across the water to his mate, “Come over here. I have something 
important to tell you.”
Hearing this the tigress flew across the water eager to hear the news. “Nobody has ever come to these parts 
before, but today an important person (Kim zeej neeg) has made a fire under our caves. We must invite him 
to dinner,” he said.
“Oh dear, how can we invite him? There is nothing to eat in the house.” The tiger was not disturbed. “Just 
tell otter (ntshuab) to catch us some fish. We will invite the visitor to eat with us and serve him fish.”
So Mrs. Tiger called, “Otter, Otter, where are you? I need your help. Father says that even though we have 
stayed here a long time we have never had an important visitor rest below our caves. We have nothing to offer 
him. Go catch some fish so we can invite him.”
Otter listened and then set out at once along the river to catch fish. He was in a great hurry when he passed 
Crab (nkauj raub ris) doing her laundry on a rock by the water.
Crab shouted, “Cousin Otter, (yawm dab ntshuab) [related to the mother’s brother] come here. I have something 
important to tell you.”
But Otter hurried on, calling back, “Tell me what you know, but say it loud enough for me to hear. I am 
in a great hurry. I cannot stop or I won’t be back before dark.”
So Otter hurried on. Crab called again, “Pay attention to me!”
“Well, what is it that you want? I have no time.”
But Crab called again, a third time, ‘ ‘I must tell you something important. ’’ Then the otter had to stop. Crossly, 
he came back.
“Go ahead, tell me what you want to say. ” (I forgot to explain that Mu Hu was originally a Hmong who died. 
He was then reborn as the son of (Zeej Tsoom Swb) and his wife was reborn as the dragon king’s daughter.)
To go on with the story, Cousin, the crab warned, “Don’t go. If you go you cannot return; haven’t you 
heard that tonight Long Toua (Looj Tuam), the oldest son of the Old Dragon, will fight the giant dragon-snake, 
Ma Shi Tseng (Mas Sij Txeeb), who has captured Zer (Ntxawm), the old Dragon’s youngest and most beautiful 
daughter, and is forcing her to become his wife? Tonight a black storm will come. The river will boil over and 
flood the land. The earth will shake and rocks will crash down from the mountains. The fish will die and I, too, 
will perish. My flesh will be mixed with the earth and my bones with the sands. If you go, you will have feet 
to go, but no feet to return.”
When the otter heard this, he turned back and returned to the caves of the tigers.
But when Otter reached the tigers caves Mrs. Tiger was furious. She took a sapling and began switching him 
as she scolded and screamed.
Don t hit me, listen first, Otter cried as he ran in circles, “I have something important to tell you.”
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But Mrs. Tiger continued shouting, “You good-for-nothing lazy fellow! You are just making excuses.”
Finally she allowed the otter to explain and to tell her everything the crab had told him. “If this is true,” she 
mused, “then I had better tell Father.” With that she flew back over the water to the other cave.
“Oh, is that true?” the tiger responded. “Then tonight we must save Mu Hu. The flood waters will surely 
drown him if we do not carry him away. You will carry his feet. I will take the head. This way we can lift him 
above the flood waters.”
And that is what they did. As Mu Hu slept, a terrible storm arose. The river rushed over its banks, but little 
Mu Hu slept safely on, lifted above the water by the tigers.
The terrible storm resulted, of course, from the ferocious fight between the nine homed dragon, Long Toua, 
and the nine nosed snake Ma Shi Tseng. Ma Shi Tseng knew that he was no match to the great horned dragon 
so he had secretly bribed the sky spirit which is strong enough to move mountains (dab nruab ntug). The battle 
raged. Three times Long Toua was able to overpower the great snake, but just when he had almost won, the 
evil spirit buried him below nine mountains. The mountains did not crush Long Toua, but they locked him deep 
inside the rock. With Long Toua out of the way Ma Shi Tseng could drag the captured princess to his castle 
below the river. Poor Zer cried and cried, but there was no one to hear her.
All this time Mu Hu was fast asleep. He woke up once, but even though the storm raged, he went right back 
to sleep. Again he awoke, this time he thought he heard his father’s voice calling to him,
“My son, Mu Hu, Ma Shi Tseng has captured your wife!”
“Who shouted these words to me?” Mu Hu asked himself. “It sounded like my father’s voice.” Mu Hu became 
afraid and started to cry. But then he fell asleep again. When it was almost daybreak he heard his father’s voice 
again. “Now Ma Shi Tseng has taken away your wife. But do not be sad. Tomorrow, early in the morning, 
follow the river. Soon you will come to a marsh. In the center among the rushes you will see a big rock. Move 
the rock aside and under it you will find a brass cauldron full of rice, a sword as big as a banana leaf and an 
armored shirt. Get water and pour it on the rice, then cook it but only until it is half done. Then you must eat 
every last grain of it. If you cannot eat it all, then you must give up, but if you eat all of it, then you will be 
ready to fight Ma Shi Tseng to free your wife.”
Next morning, unharmed by the terrors of the night because the tigers had protected him, Mu Hu set out to 
do as he was told in his dream. He walked along the river where the waters were now receding within their 
banks. Awful destruction attested to the fierce battle which had raged during the night. Huge trees had been tom 
up by their roots, avalanches of rock and soil had rushed down the mountain sides.
At last he came to a marshy plain covered with reeds. In the center stood a big rock, about the size of a house. 
“How can I possibly move such a big rock? I am only a little boy, eight years old. I am hungry and tired. What 
ever shall I do?”
Just then he heard a bird call (it was his father who now made his voice sound like that of a bird), “My son, 
Mu Hu, my son, Mu Hu. You must call the spirit helpers [shaman’s spirit helpers]:
“Puaj tuam li, Caw tuam li lau nej kav tsig pab kuv.
Lawm hnub yog kuv tau phem neej mas kuv tuaj yeem ua peb 
tiam nyuj, peb tiam nees pauj ne.
Hos yog nej pab kuv tau zoo neej, lawm hnub kuv tuaj yeem 
teev nej rau ib lub zoo tsev dab lau!”
[Roughly translated this means: Spirits of the sky and four directions help me. Eighty spirits and ninety spirits 
help. I promise to be your slave, your cow or horse in the next rebirth if I do not succeed and if I am successful 
I will faithfully make offerings to you. If you help me in my troubles I will repay you three-fold once my fortunes 
improve.]
Mu Hu repeated the words of the bird’s song. He stepped up to the rock and tried to move it. Without effort 
the rock slid easily away. Where the rock had stood Mu Hu found a hole with a cauldron containing at least 
one hundred pounds of rice set up ready for a fire to be lit underneath, a huge sword and a brass coat of mail. 
Mu Hu remembered well the words he had heard in his dream. He quickly went to fetch water and prepared 
the rice so that it was still half raw. Then he sat down to eat. He ate and ate, and still did not feel sated. Before 
he knew it, he had eaten every last grain of rice. Still, he was hungry. He got up. Before the sword and armor 
had been too heavy to lift, but now he picked them up easily. Putting on the armor he grabbed the sword. To 
test his strength he leapt into the air using his sword as a lever (peb txheem ko ntaj poob nthar rau peb xeev 
ntuj lawm). He leapt high up into the sky. “Now I am strong enough to fight with Ma Shi Tseng,” he said, 
as he set out to find the giant snake.
He had not gone far when he met the two brothers of Long Toua, Long Lue and Long Ya (Looj Lwm, Looj 
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Yob) who were on their way to rescue their sister Zer from the giant snake. They had transformed themselves 
to look like people. When they saw Mu Hu coming they turned to him.
“Where are you going, cousin (npawg) [a very polite form]?” they asked.
“I am going to make war on the great snake, Ma Shi Tseng.”
“How old are you?” the two dragons asked.
“I am eight years old.”
“What, you are only eight years old? Then you are only a little boy and a human at that. You say you will 
fight Ma Shi Tseng. Why, Ma Shi Tseng will simply eat you up!”
“Friends,” Mu Hu replied, “you do not have to insult me even if I am young and small.”
The dragon brothers were unimpressed and continued to dissuade Mu Hu. They talked and talked, presenting 
argument upon argument and showing off to prove who was the better. Finally the dragons gave in and said, 
“If you are so sure that you can defeat Ma Shi Tseng, show us a proof of your strength. Go and kill thunder. 
If you can destroy thunder then maybe you have a chance against Ma Shi Tseng.”
Immediately Mu Hu grabbed his mighty sword and used it to catapult himself high into the sky where he laid 
about him, killing thunders. As Mu Hu cut off their heads, they fell to earth like so many squashes and pumpkins. 
At last there was only one old thunder left hiding in the far corner. He had turned black and green with fright 
and could only say, “Dun, dun, dun.” Poor old Thunder was so weak only his voice remained.
At last the dragons were satisfied. “Friend, you may be a little boy but you are more powerful than we are. 
Go ahead and kill Ma Shi Tseng. We will return home and wait for you. We are not as powerful as you are. 
You must go on alone.”
Mu Hu wanted them to go with him. “We must go together,” Mu Hu invited them. The dragons refused and 
left Mu Hu to proceed alone.
Then Mu Hu walked and walked until he suddenly saw the shoes of Zer lying on the path. He picked them 
up and put them in his pocket. (I forgot to say that when the demon buried Long Toua under the nine mountains 
and Ma Shi Tseng carried off princess Zer, dragging her to his palace, Zer had the good idea of dropping her 
shoes on the path so her father’s servants would be sure to find them and know in which direction she had been 
carried off.)
When Mu Hu reached the first gate of the palace the guard stopped him. “Hey, you little Hmong, where do 
you think you are going?”
“Oh, I have come here because I have heard about the great battle between Long Toua and Ma Shi Tseng. 
I am afraid that Ma Shi Tseng will be defeated so I have hurried here to help him.”
“Well, if that is the case and you have come to help then go right in.” With that they let him pass through 
the first gate. Mu Hu repeated his story at the other two gates. Each time the guards let him pass. At last he 
found himself in the very center of the palace. He knew that in one of the many rooms Ma Shi Tseng was sleep­
ing, but he did not know how to find the correct one. Ma Shi Tseng generally slept for seven days and seven 
nights at a stretch. Then he was awake for seven days and seven nights.
Mu Hu began exploring the palace. He went from room to room. A servant girl saw him. She was no other 
than Zer’s personal maid who had accompanied her when she was abducted. Now she hurried to her mistress. 
“There is a little Hmong boy here. I think it is Mu Hu.” The princess knew that her husband in previous life 
was called Mu Hu, but she had of course no idea what he would look like in this reincarnation. When her servant 
claimed that the little Hmong boy was no other than Mu Hu, she did not believe her. She sent her back to check 
again, and then she sent her back once more. At last, Zer decided to see for herself. To her surprise it really 
was Mu Hu.
He said to her, “I have come for you, Zer.”
“You shouldn’t have come here, Mu Hu. You are only eight years old. Do you know my brother Long Toua? 
He is so big and powerful, with nine mighty horns on his head. Ma Shi Tseng defeated him. I don’t think you 
can handle this fight.”
Mu Hu only repeated, “I can take care of myself.” He asserted this so forcefully that finally Zer was convinc­
ed. She asked him to stay with her and she prepared for him to eat.
Each day Mu Hu tip-toed to Ma Shi Tseng’s bed and tried to figure out how to best chop off his head. While 
he slept his eyes were open and only the white showed. As he began to waken his eyes slowly closed. [Ma Shi 
Tseng is coming out of a trance-like state.]
On the last day, Mu Hu told Zer to prepare food. “I will take you back to the surface today. Then I will come 
back to fight Ma Shi Tseng.”
Zer cooked lunch and they ate together. Then he put her into his armpit and grasping his mighty sword firmly 
in his hand he catapulted up to the surface. Then he turned to Zer.
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“You must stay right here. Do not go to your father’s palace. I will go back to fight now. You will hear the 
storms rage and the waters roar. If after that you hear birds sing on all sides, it means that I have lost. Close 
your eyes and jump into the water and allow the water to take you where it will. I shall be waiting for you. 
But if after the storm you do not hear any birds, then stay right where you are. It means that I have won and 
will come to find you myself.”
With these words Mu Hu jumped into the waters of the big river and was gone. Zer stayed in the place to 
where he had taken her.
That night Mu Hu searched every room of the palace. In one room he found a glass full of powerful medicine. 
He drank a little every hour until Ma Shi Tseng began to stir. Now when Ma Shi Tseng slept his eyes were open, 
but now they began to close. Mu Hu quickly hid in a tiny hollow he found in the wall and went into trance. 
Ma Shi Tseng was soon fully awake. He set out at once to find the dragon princess Zer. He looked and looked, 
but he could not find her. “Maybe she has returned to Long Toua’s house. Let me go and see.” Saying this 
he pulled his great coils together and stretched up his huge head high up to the sky.
All this time Mu Hu was in trance. He heard his father’s voice calling to him, “My son, Zeng Cha Ki, (Zeej 
Tshoj Kim) [His reign name. It means “Lord of the Chinese Throne.”] wake up. Now is the time to fight Ma 
Shi Tseng.” And then his father spoke a special charm in ceremonial language [paj lug], “Look everywhere, 
but Ma Shi Tseng is already high up in the sky. So whoever can go higher still will conquer him. Put on your 
armor, leap with your great sword right up to Ma Shi Tseng’s neck. Come from behind where he cannot see 
you coming.” (Kab moj chiv Kab moj chi nijpuj chiv Mas Sij Txeeb chim tej Kub Kab moj chiv thaw Mas sij 
Thxeej chiv cob tsam).
Mu Hu awoke, put on his armor, seized his sword and vaulted with it high into the sky. With a mighty blow 
of his sword he severed the head of the snake right off the body. The body fell heavily back to earth with such 
a rush that it dragged Mu Hu with it. The earth shook and opened up. Mu Hu kept falling deeper and deeper 
into the earth. And then the earth closed all around him. He could not find the way back to the surface.
While Mu Hu was searching for a way back, the palace guards were accusing each other for having allowed 
Mu Hu to enter the palace gates. Soon they exchanged blows and then the fighting really broke loose. One guard 
killed the other until there were none left.
But still Mu Hu could not find the way back to earth. By now he was terribly hungry and thirsty. There was 
no food, so he took his sword and cut off slices of Ma Shi Tseng’s body and ate these. That helped his hunger, 
but he was so very thirsty. [It is not clear exactly on which level of the universe the action is taking place. It 
seems to be at the bottom of a river.]
He looked everywhere for water, but the falling earth had filled the water holes with mud. He looked and look­
ed until he came to a pile of huge rocks. Now under this pile, unknown to Mu Hu, the dragon Long Toua was 
held captive. As Mu Hu looked at the rocks he saw some water trickle out of the crack. It was Long Toua reliev­
ing himself. Mu Hu drank greedily, but then the flow stopped. He wanted more. So he pounded the rocks. This 
frightened Long Toua and made him urinate some more. Long Toua was so easily frightened because when the 
demon had buried him beneath these nine mountains, he had said, “Ma Shi Tseng will be back to kill you for 
the marriage feast.” Long Toua’s first thought when he heard the knocking was that Ma Shi Tseng had returned.
“Who are you that keeps knocking on these rocks? Please say who you are,” Long Toua begged.
Mu Hu heard the voice quite clearly. Why, it even spoke Hmong. “I am a person and who may you be in 
there? Why are you hiding?”
“My name is Long Toua. I am the son of the Old Dragon.” Then he went on to explain how Ma Shi Tseng 
had defeated him because the demon had buried him under the nine mountains.
Then it was Mu Hu’s turn to explain all that had happened: how he had rescued Zer and had led her back 
to the surface; how he had gone back and killed Ma Shi Tseng; how now he was unable to find his way back himself.
When Long Toua heard all this he turned to Mu Hu and called him Yo Yee (Yawm yij), brother-in-law. “If 
you save my life now, in future I will help make you a great leader and you will be known as Zeng Cha Ki 
(Zeej Tshoj kim). If you have really killed Ma Shi Tseng, don’t worry about how you can return. I will find 
a way. Tonight, sleep here. Then tomorrow morning you must climb to the peak of these mountains, to the very 
top. When I was imprisoned, the demon dropped the key on the top of the mountains. There you will find it. 
Get the key and bring it back to me.”
Mu Hu went to sleep. Next morning he got up early and climbed to the top of the mountain. He walked along 
the ridge until he became very tired. At last, he reached the top. There he found a huge crowbar as long as three 
men side by side with outstretched arms touching at the finger tips and weighing a hundred weight. When he 
saw this huge pole he knew at once this must be the key he was looking for. But when he tried to lift it he could 
not move it even a single inch. He tried and tried.
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“How am I supposed to carry a huge pole like this? I am only a little boy, only eight years old. I can’t even 
move it.” .
As soon as he had muttered to himself like this he distinctly heard his father’s voice calling as before at the 
rock, “My son, my son.” But now he called him Zeng Cha Ki, his royal name, not Mu Hu. Remember to 
say the word I taught you at the big rock.”
Zeng Cha Ki obeyed his father. He said the magic words and then the pole moved easily. He dragged it down 
to where Long Toua was imprisoned. For three days and three nights he dragged it until he was so tired he had 
to sit down. But when he was ready to continue the pole was so heavy he could not budge it. Each time he had 
to stop and begin moving it again, he had to repeat the magic words.
When he finally returned with the key to Long Toua, Long Toua did not wish to be seen breaking free. He 
told Zeng Cha Ki to rest first and then to return to the top of the mountain where he had found the key. Wait 
for me there for three days. For when I open these nine mountains piled on me, I will break open the earth and 
everything will shake. On top of the mountain you will be safe.” So Zeng Cha Ki returned to the mountain top 
and waited for three days while Long Toua shook the earth freeing himself.
In the meantime, Zer was waiting and waiting. When Long Toua caused the earth to shake as he freed himself, 
flood waters spread. The river beside which she was waiting swelled to enormous size. She thought that this 
was caused by the fight with Ma Shi Tseng. She did not know, of course, that it was Long Toua freeing himself. 
She wondered if she should jump into the flood waters as Mu Hu had told her to do should he lose against Ma 
Shi Tseng. She grabbed a vine and swung out over the flood waters. But then she remembered that she should 
only jump if she heard birds sing. She did not hear any birds at all. So she did not let go of the vine as it passed 
over the river, but let it swing her safely back to the bank. Again and again she was tempted to jump but always 
stopped herself in the last minute.
Finally, Long Toua had freed himself from the mountains the demon had piled on him. Long Toua was huge 
with nine horns and a huge body covered with scales. He told Zeng Cha Ki to cut a tree and prop up one of 
the scales which covered his body.
“Use the scale for a roof, then climb under it. That way you will be safe on the way back,” he told Zeng 
Cha Ki, who did as he was told. He climbed safely under the scale and then Long Toua began to forge a way 
through the rocks, crashing and smashing as he created a passage. Each time he rushed forward the earth shook. 
Poor Zer cried out with fear as the earth quaked for three days and nights.
At last Long Toua floated on the surface of the river.
“Brother-in-law, get down and cook yourself some food. I am a heavenly person and don’t need to eat. I will 
go and take a bath.”
So Zeng Cha Ki climbed down and then looked back. There he saw a huge rainbow dragon rising straight 
up to the sky. “What is that? Is that someone else who comes to fight Long Toua? I will kill him.” He grabbed 
his magic sword and stepped backward, upsetting the cooking pot, ready to leap into the air.
“Stop that!” Long Toua shouted. “No matter what you see, stay put and keep quiet. Don’t leap up and frighten 
me like that.” So Zeng Cha Ki promised to sit quietly and cook his watery rice. Long Toua returned to his bath.
Some time later Long Toua returned, but he did not come back in the shape of a dragon. He had assumed 
the shape of a handsome man. Dragons can change shape. In this way, they can talk to humans without frighten­
ing them. When on earth, it is proper to be a human, not a dragon. So when Long Toua came back as a handsome 
man, he said, “Let’s go now.”
“I am waiting for my brother-in-law. Why should I want to go with you?” “But I am your Yo Yee. I changed 
into a man. I can change into any shape I wish.” “No, no. You aren’t my brother-in-law. You are a liar. My 
brother-in-law is a huge dragon with nine great horns.”
“Well, come along then, Zeng Cha Ki, and see where I took my bath. Maybe you will believe me then that 
I am your Yo Yee. I’ll show you a surprise that will convince you.”
Zeng Cha Ki followed the handsome man to the place where Long Toua had changed into a man and there 
lying by the side of the river floated the dragon’s skin, his armor. Then he called one of his retainers, a large 
black and red fish, who took his armor away. The two then set out together. I don’t know how long they walked 
until they came to a rest area, a sa la (xas las), beside the trail.
“Let’s stay here and rest. I will send a message to my father, the great dragon of the heights. If my parents 
miss us they will come to get us. If they don’t we’ll die and go to (yeeb yaj teb). [This means that they will 
die and go to the yin space, the abode of spirits and immortals.] With that Long Toua wrote a letter and placed 
it on his chest. He clapped his hands and the letter flew by itself all the way to the great dragon of the anipodes 
and dropped at his feet. He picked it up and read how Zeng Cha Ki had killed Ma Shi Tseng, how he had freed 
Long Toua and now they were sitting in a sa la waiting to be picked up.”
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This is my son s letter, the Old Dragon said as he read. He was so happy. Quickly he wrote a reply and 
sent it the same way to Long Toua.
“My parents really miss me. They will send a silver sedan chair for me and a gold one for their son-in-law. 
They will love you like their own son. We will wait here.”
Then the Old Dragon sent soldiers accompanied with cymbals and gongs to bring them home to the old Dragon’s 
place. Then Zeng Cha Ki quickly flew back to pick up Zer who was still faithfully waiting at the river bank. 
They all met again at the Dragon’s place.
After resting and eating Zeng Cha Ki stepped up to the Old Dragon and said, “I want to marry your daughter. 
If you allow me to marry her, how much silver should I bring and how large should the party be that I arrange?”
“There is no need for silver or a big party. If you had not helped my son and killed Ma Shi Tseng she would 
not be safe now. My daughter is really your wife. We are heavenly persons and you are earthlings. Your wife 
should have been bom on earth instead of being born in the sky. I know that Zer is your wife. I have read the 
book found under her armpit at birth. You have luck. I do not want your silver. She is your wife already.”
They stayed with the dragons for quite a long time. But at last the time came for the great dragon and his 
son Long Toua to return to their correct space.
Then the dragon said, “Son-in-law, I and my son will now return. We will not stay on earth any longer. Today 
is the last day we will see each other. If Zer had been born on earth she would have been bom to the man whose 
name I will tell you. He is your father-in-law on earth. After I have left go find this man. He and his wife will 
be your in-laws. In future when you want to see us look to see if there is a rainbow around the sun. That is 
your brother-in-law Long Toua and his wife. When you see a rainbow across the sun when the sun rises that 
is Long Ya and Long Lue. But when you see pairs of old rainbows far in the west, that is I and my wife.” Having 
said this, the dragon man left and only Zer and Zeng Cha Ki remained. They returned to live with humans on earth.
One day when Zeng Cha Ki was shopping, he saw the man the dragon had told him about. This man was ter­
ribly poor. All he had to trade was a tree he had cut and which he tried to sell in order to buy some essentials. 
Zeng Cha Ki asked him for his name. That is how he came to know that this was his father-in- law. I have forgot­
ten the name.
“Little Uncle, [this means father’s younger brother] how much do you want for your tree?”
“Little boy, you want to buy my tree? Well, that will cost you three measures of gold and silver.”
“Is that really the price? I can afford that.” Zeng Cha Ki had inherited great riches from the dragons.
The man was greatly surprised. Zeng Cha Ki introduced himself. He gave his name as Zeng Cha Ki. “I will 
call you Yeu Zi (Yawm-txiv). [This term is used by a man in referring to his father(ndin-law. It is not strictly 
correct. The term is used by his children for their maternal grandfather (Heimbach 1969:421).] Then he bought 
the little tree. You see if Mu Hu had not bought the tree he could not have invited the man to his house.
When the man came to Zeng Cha Ki’s place he saw all the gold and silver the dragons had given him and 
his wife. After seeing all these riches he went back to his place and told his wife everything that he had seen, 
how handsome Zeng Cha Ki and his wife were, and how rich their clothing. The man and his wife coveted all 
these riches and fell to thinking how they could get them for themselves. The man asked his wife, “How can 
I manage to get that little fellow’s wealth?”
“That will be very difficult because he is guarded by the Tsong Mlau Shing (Tsoov Mlau Seej). These idols 
carry knives and guns in their eagle feet. They also have wings. If you want his treasure you must kill him and 
the spirit guards will not let you. But I have a plan,” she said. “Go and kill all kinds of animals and birds. I 
will make clothes from these for us to wear as a disguise. Then we will go to Zeng Cha Ki’s house and trick 
the idols into killing Zeng Cha Ki. Once he is dead we will keep the kingdom.”
The man set out and killed all sorts of animals and birds. His wife sewed them into clothes. After they were 
ready they went to Zeng Sha Ki’s house, were invited in, and asked to stay. After a few days the man asked 
Zeng Sha Ki, using exceedingly polite address as Zeng Cha Ki was wearing royal clothes, “Please, may I try 
on your royal clothes? Here, you wear my clothes. You see mine are only skins and feathers.”
Zeng Sha Ki was not eager for this experiment. The old man kept asking. When he had asked the third time 
Zeng Cha Ki thought, “I really do not want him to put on my clothes. I only invited him that first time. Now 
he keeps coming back. This is my mistake. I should not have called him Yeu Zi.”
But what was done was done. Zeng Cha Ki finally consented to exchange clothes. No sooner had they exchang­
ed clothes than the old man said, “Son-in-law, would you let me sit on your throne? I want to see if I look at 
all like you.” Zeng Cha Ki did not like this idea at all. But then he thought, “If you make the first mistake, 
you must make the second.”
As soon as the man sat down on the throne he shouted to the guardians, “Hurry, hurry and kill that wild animal. 
He wants to destroy me.”
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The idols did not recognize Zeng Cha Ki because of the skins and feathers. They took their weapons and killed 
Zeng Cha Ki. When they looked closer they recognized the king and called out, “Our father, the king is dead!” 
They were very sad. They withdrew to their comer and mourned with their heads to the side. The old man then 
usurped the kingdom.
When Zer realized that her husband was dead, she was very frightened as she feared now the old man and 
his wife would kill her. She picked up her dead husband and fled. After a while she reached a plateau where 
she put down Zeng Cha Ki’s body and prepared a grave for him. She buried him. Then she looked around for 
a place she could stay as she was about to give birth to their child. She wandered about until she found a little 
house. There she gave birth all alone to a baby boy. She called the baby Zeng Sia Ki (Zeej Xyov Kim) [literally 
translated this means, Lord of an Uncertain Throne]. A barking deer (kauv) came and helped bringing water 
and fire wood.
The little field house belonged to a Chinese couple. Next morning the Chinese man saw smoke rise from the 
little house.
“I’ll go see who is sleeping in the field house. I can see smoke,” he said to his wife. He peeked inside and 
there he saw a woman with a newborn baby. He ran back to tell his wife, “There is a pretty baby in our little 
house and nobody is helping the mother. The baby has long hair covering its body and is so beautiful. Let us 
help the mother. Maybe we can adopt the baby as we have none of our own.”
They went together to the house, bringing food and water. They asked the name of the baby. The mother said, 
Zeng Sia Ki. They invited mother and child to live with them and adopted the boy as their own son.
The couple had a white water buffalo cow with calf. Every day it was Zeng Sia Ki’s job to take them to graze. 
As buffalos will, they soon created a wallow for themselves, a small pond in which they could immerse themselves. 
Soon a frog about the size of your hand came to live in the pond.
One day the frog came to the Chinese father of Zeng Sia Ki. “Grandfather I think your buffalo has made a 
place for me to live. Tomorrow we are celebrating a birthday (Hu Plig). I want to invite you to come to the 
celebration.”
The Chinese replied, “I cannot go. The path to the mountains has grown shut because it has not been travelled 
a long time. I cannot come.” [This means that he cannot go into the water like a frog.] “I am very sorry. Enjoy 
the feast. Tomorrow if there is food left bring it to me for breakfast. Why are you having a party anyway?”
The frog did not answer, but went on to say, “Tomorrow when you see the rainbow come up from the pond, 
that is the time I drink wine.” Then he hopped, bop, bop, back to the pond.
Zeng Sia Ki had overheard this conversation so he waited by the pond to see what would happen. He watched 
all night and when the sun rose in the morning he saw a red thing, a rainbow rise up and make a bow over the 
pond. Zeng Sia Ki picked up some feces with a stick and tossed it into the pond. The rainbow vanished.
Next morning the frog visited the Chinese man again and brought him food saying, “Please tell your son Zeng 
Sia Ki not to do that again.” Then he explained what it was that he had done.
A year passed and again the frog came to the Chinese father and invited him to drink wine at his party. This 
year he was as big as a squirrel. Again, the Chinese man declined the invitation and the same thing happened 
as the year before.
Another year passed and the frog came to invite the Chinese man a third time. Now the frog was as big as 
a rice sieve.
“After I invite you I will go to invite Ga Ying (Niam Kab Yeeb) to go to my party.”
“How do you get Ga Ying to come and how does she get there?” the Chinese asked.
“In the morning you will see a small black cloud, that is Ga Ying riding a horse to my house.”
The boy overheard what the frog said. He took a cross-bow and three arrows and waited. After a while he 
saw a black cloud appear from the north and almost land in the dirt in front of him. Quickly he placed an arrow 
in his bow and shot the cloud, hitting Ga Ying’s eyebrow.
Ga Ying went to the pond and complained to the frog, “You invite me, but you really want to kill me!” She 
almost knocked him down as she left. The frog protested that he did not know what she was talking about.
The frog went back to the Chinese father bringing food. “I warned you before to control your son!” And 
then he told the Chinese man what it was that Zeng Sia Ki had done this time. The Chinese father became very 
angry. He took a sapling and beat Zeng Sia Ki with it.
Zeng Sia Ki cried with rage and told his mother Zer to run away with him. “Mother, we must escape. He 
isn’t our relative. Let’s run away. He hit me. I won’t live here.”
But his mother answered, “You did something wrong. Besides, we have no way to escape.”
Then the boy tried to run away by himself, but Zer caught him and brought him back. He tried again and 
again but he could not get away. His mother caught him again and again. Finally she chased him into the house.
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He stamped his foot, made a hole in the ground and crawled down the passage which opened up. Zer tried to 
follow him but she could not catch him. Finally, she gave up.
Zeng Sia Ki crawled on and on until his knees were worn through to the bone. At last he reached another 
country. He was so exhausted he could go no further. He lay down expecting to perish from hunger and exhaus­
tion. Just then a man came by and had pity on him.
He called, “Ga Ying, come quickly and help this boy.”
Ga Ying came, bringing medicine and food. She took care of him, boiled the water, washed his sores and 
put a powder-like medicine on them. For three days she took care of him. When his sores had healed she went 
back to her place. Zeng Sia Ki then came to live at the house of the man who found him. He already had a son. 
The man sent both boys to grind com and to bring back a basket each. The other boy went to work right away 
to grind com but Zeng Sia Ki went to sleep and let the other do all the work. When the other boy had finished 
he went back to his father and told him how lazy Zeng Sia Ki was. This made the father angry. He took a stick 
in order to beat Zeng Sia Ki. On the way he met our hero with his basket full of ground com.
“Why are you so slow? You lazy good for nothing,” he scolded.
“Why are you so angry. Your son is lying. I worked and worked, while he slept. When I rested he took my 
com and left me his empty basket. I only finished grinding the com just now. I have come right back.”
The father believed Zeng Sia Ki. He scolded and beat his own son, calling him a lazy liar.
After a while the man gave each boy money to use for buying merchandise to trade. The real son did just 
as his father ordered him, but Zeng Sia Ki took the money and lost it all playing cards.
When the real son came home his father asked him what had become of Zeng Sia Ki. “Oh, he is still trading 
and will come back in a few days,” he answered because he did not want to tell his father about Zeng Sia Ki’s 
gambling all the money away. He feared his father would beat him again.
Zeng Sia Ki never came back. He just kept on going until he met the daughter of a chief of a town. She liked 
him as much as he liked her so he visited her clandestinely in her house. During the day she hid him in the attic, 
but at night when all slept he came down and visited with her. During the day as she worked around the house 
her eyes would look up to the rafters where Zeng Sia Ki hid and their eyes would meet.
One morning she got up very early and looked at her boy friend sleeping. She saw five dragons, two white 
rainbow dragons and three red ones. The white dragons rose from his left nostril, the red dragons from his right. 
[N.B. Left is the masculine side, right the feminine for Hmong.] Then she knew that Zeng Sia Ki was a very 
important person. She continued to hide him. At night they loved each other very much.
Another time she got up early and looked at her boy friend. This time she saw five red dragons rising from 
his right side, and three white dragons from the left. She thought to herself, “He really is a very important per­
son.” A third time she saw dragons rise from his nostrils, but now there were nine red dragons and five white 
dragons. She decided then and there she wanted to marry him. She said to him, Your father must be a very 
great man, maybe the emperor.”
No, I am only a poor boy with no place to stay. I cannot marry you.” “No, no, she answered, I know 
you come from a very good family.” “But I do not have any parents. As you know I have no place to stay so 
how can I marry you? I have no silver to give your parents, no wealth to make a big feast.
Then the girl decided on a plan. “If you promise to marry me, I will take my parents silver and give it to 
you so you can present the silver to my father and prepare a feast. Tonight, after midnight, when the rooster 
crows, you stand on the rock in the garden and I will bring you the money.
Unknown to them a thief overheard their conversation. The next night Zeng Sia Ki overslept. Instead of him 
getting to the appointed place first the thief did. When the girl came out with her father’s money, the thief rushed 
out and killed her, taking all the money.
Later, Zeng Sia Ki awoke. “I am too late,” he cried as he rushed to the rock. When he got there he found 
his love lying in a pool of blood. He wept bitterly not noticing that he got her blood all over his feet. What should 
he do now? He did not know where to go so he slipped back into the house and hid in the attic. When the rest 
of the household got up they saw the bloody foot prints. The parents were waiting for the girl to bring them 
their breakfast as it was customary for her to do. When she did not come they went to investigate. They found 
her body lying by the big rock. Then they also saw the bloody footprints. They followed them easily and found 
Zeng Sia Ki hiding. They quickly caught him and tied him up. In twelve days they would execute him. Now 
the thief s father called Ga Ying. “Now your little brother has big problems. He will die if you do not help him.
Then Ga Ying came back quickly to the dead girl’s house. “Please do not kill Zeng Sia Ki. I will bring your 
daughter back to life. Then you can ask her who killed her. If she says it was Zeng Sia Ki then kill him.
Having said that, Ga Ying began washing the blood off the dead girl. She put medicine on her. She went to 
the head of the dead girl and fanned her three times. Then she went to the feet and fanned three times making
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a sound, “Hu! HU! Hu!” Slowly, the girl began to revive.
“I am so thirsty,” she whispered. [When Hmong have hurt someone they always ask, “Are you thirsty.”]
The girl, once she had revived, told them how the thief had killed her. Then she explained why she wanted 
to marry Zeng Sia Ki. At last her parents understood and consented to the marriage.
A long time later after this girl and Zeng Sia Ki had had two sons, civil war broke out. Zeng Sia Ki became 
very frightened.
“We must flee,” he said.
His wife answered, “No, you just stay inside the house and let me take care of this.”
So when the soldiers came near their house she picked up her brass fan and fanned with it. The soldiers became 
paralyzed. Then she called the guards who easily tied up the soldiers. When she came back inside the house 
she could not find Zeng Sia Ki. He had run into the bedroom where he found a little hole. He crawled inside 
following the tunnel to another country. He just stamped his foot and this made the passage he followed. His 
wife found the hole but could not follow.
In this next world Zeng Sia Ki married again. His wife bore him another son but I have forgotten his name. 
Before long Zeng Sia Ki got into trouble again. Again Ga Ying came to his rescue. Once more war broke out 
and Zeng Sia Ki fled to still another world. Here he married Ga Ying’s younger sister, his third wife.
Again the snakes and dragons were fighting. The great snake was trying to oust the great dragon from his 
bend of the river in a place below the antipodes. The battle waged seven years. Now, the great dragon was also 
the bringer of rain so while he fought the great snake, no rain fell and the land was in the grips of a terrible 
drought. The crops died and people perished from hunger.
Men with special power sacrificed many white buffalo to make the rain fall, but to no avail. They called magic 
words but no rain fell.
Then Zeng Sia Ki decided to help. He went to the river bank where the dragon and the snake were clinched 
in mortal combat. Then Zeng Sia Ki changed into a dragon and made a circle with his thumb and index finger. 
The great snake of the south rushed up and leapt through the circle. Zeng Sia Ki easily grabbed him by the neck. 
Then he made the circle again. This time the dragon from the north rushed into the circle and Zeng Sia Ki was 
able to grab him. When he had both of them firmly in his hands he said, “Both of you, you have been very 
evil. People are dying from the terrible drought. It is time for both of you to die. If you do not say you are sorry 
and mend your ways I will kill you.”
Then both promised to stop fighting and to make no more trouble. “We thank you very much. If you had 
not come we would have kept on fighting and then one of us must surely have died. When you need help, call 
on us and we will help you.”
Then Zeng Sia Ki made magic and with his hand he divided the waters. He gave the left side to the snake 
of the south and the right side to the dragon of the north. Now there was no reason to fight any more. Zeng 
Sia Ki pushed the waters of the dragon north and those of the snake south. When the two arrived at their respec­
tive places they turned to Zeng Sia Ki.
“Thank you for making places for us to live. Whenever you need our help, just call us.”
Then Zeng Sia Ki went back to the Chinese people who were still sacrificing buffalo to make the rain fall, 
but to no avail.
He said, “Why do you people kill buffalo without making the rain fall? If I bring rain what will my reward be?”
“If you can make rain fall we will reward you, but if you fail we will kill you. You are only a little Hmong 
and we know that you cannot do anything.” Now Zeng Sia Ki had forgotten exactly what the great dragon had 
told him about the ritual he was to use to call him. He remembered that he should make altars and bum joss 
sticks, but he could not remember how many
He told the Chinese to bring just one altar and one bundle of incense sticks. Of course nothing happened.
“Please don’t kill me, give me another chance.”
Again he did not remember correctly and no rain fell. He begged for mercy and the Chinese King gave him 
one last chance. Then Zeng Sia Ki remembered that he needed nine altars placed one on top of the other to form 
a stepped pyramid. He climbed to the top and burned incense, calling to the dragon and snake for help. Immediately, 
big black clouds covered the sky. It began to rain. It rained and rained a deluge. Soon there was water everywhere 
and all the Chinese people died. Zeng Sia Ki became very rich and became the king of the Hmong.
There are other episodes in Zeng Sia Ki’s adventures. One day on his travels he came to the house of Zeng 
Cha Ki, his real father. It was still in the possession of the evil man who murdered him. Near the house there 
was a stockade field. He turned himself into a comet and sat down on the fence. When the evil old man saw 
this he recited a poem:
“I thought the world ends with me, which is to say, nobody is higher than I am, but now I see there are still
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important persons (Kim zeej Neeg) beside me.” So he sent out his magic to discover what it was that was sitting 
on the stockade.
“Magic, go get it! He is surely after my wealth and my kingdom.”
He sent out his soldiers. The guards captured Zeng Sia Ki and brought him before the evil man who imprisoned 
him in the center of a nine-room jail where there was no light, only total darkness. In twelve days he was to 
be executed. As he lay in prison Zeng Sia Ki suddenly saw a beautiful myna bird (lorn kaub) with yellow around 
the eyes.
“Are you Zeng Jong Shu’s bird?” he asked.
“Yes, I am our grandfather’s bird,” he answered because myna birds can talk.
“You know they will kill me. Please bring me three pieces of paper.” Then the bird brought back three pieces 
of paper and Zeng Sia Ki wrote three letters. He gave them to the bird and asked him to give one to each of 
his three wives.
The bird took the letters and flew with them first to the first wife. She was sitting at her loom weaving cloth. 
Her two sons were studying. The bird dropped the letter on the cloth before her. She unfolded it and to her amaze­
ment discovered that her husband was still alive. The letter said, “If you still think of me, call all the people 
together to form an army to rescue me.” The bird flew on to the second wife and dropped a letter with the same 
message on the cloth before her because she was also sitting at her loom. Her son was also studying. Then the 
bird flew on to the third wife. By then the bird was so tired that after it dropped the letter in front of her as 
she sat weaving, the bird fell dead. The third wife saw the letter and the bird. The bird never had a chance to 
explain but she understood. If she did not go to the aid of Zeng Sia Ki the old man would surely destroy him.
All three wives immediately began assembling an army. The first wife summoned her troops and paid (Tej 
pam taum los yeej) the great body guard spirit. Three times her soldiers rushed into battle against the old king 
until they were exhausted. Still they had not defeated the old king. Then the second wife arrived with her troops.
“Please stop your troops and my soldiers will take their places and fight.” Then the army of the second wife 
fought and fought and fought. Still the old king was undefeated. Finally, the third wife called out her soldiers 
to go to battle. They fought and fought. Then she called the Big Smith (Sav Cij hlau). The Big Smith took his 
mighty sledge and brought it down on the old king’s palace. The old king and his queen were sitting on their 
thrones when Big Smith struck. They were instantly destroyed.
Zeng Sia Ki was still chained in his prison. The force of the hammer was so great it made his chains snap. 
Zeng Sha Ki was free. The evil usurper was dead at last. Zeng Sia Ki and his three wives went off together 
to live a happy life.
And now you know why it is a bad omen when a bird flies into your house. The bird is bringing a message 
which may bring trouble to you.
The Story of Flowery Comb and Toad
As told by Xia Long Mua who learned it as a small boy from Nyiaj Tuam. It was translated by Xeng Thao.
Many, many years ago there lived a handsome young man named Txiv Nraug Cua Ci [male, bachelor, cuas 
refers to shirt-tail relatives but may also mean “knot in a tree”] who was in love with a very beautiful and clever 
young woman called Niam Nkauj Zhuag Paj [female, unmarried or barren, comb, flower. I shall refer to her 
as Flowery Comb.]. They married each other. After they had been married for several years, a very homely 
young woman named Niam Nkauj Kub Kaus [female, unmarried, distant relative of the same surname, tusk is 
the literal translation, but this can also be translated as Toad also written as qav kaws] fell in love with Cua Ci 
[pronounced somewhat like Jua-Ji]. Every day Toad went to see him in order to gossip with him. She liked to 
say bad things about Flowery Comb.
One day she said to him, “You are such a fine and handsome man, and intelligent too. How is it that you 
married a woman who eats raw meat and drinks fresh blood?”
Then she went away, but she came back the next day and again dropped unkind hints about his wife.
Finally, the man said, “Are you really telling the truth?”
Toad answered, “If you don’t believe me, just go ahead and kill seven sheep and catch their blood in seven 
bowls and place these along the wall where the altars are hung [called hauv plagj. Leave the blood there over 
night and then check the bowls in the morning.”
Jua-ji decided to test his wife. He killed seven sheep and caught their blood in seven bowls and did just as 
Toad had told him. Then he went to sleep with his wife. When everybody was fast asleep, around midnight, 
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Toad let seven dogs into the house so that they could drink the bowls of blood. She also took some of the blood 
and smeared it around the mouth and face of Flowery Comb. Then she left.
Early next morning Toad came back to Jua-ji’s house. He was already awake but his wife was still sleeping.
She went in and asked, “Well, was I right or not? Look here, is there blood in the bowls or not?”
Jua-ji looked. He found all seven bowls empty. All the blood had been drunk. When he went to ask his wife 
about this he found her mouth and face smeared with blood. This convinced Jua-ji that Toad had been telling 
the truth about his wife. He did not know what to do.
Toad suggested, “You should take her to the dragon pond.” [This is like divorce. She will not die exactly, 
but he will be rid of her.] She continued, “Once you are rid of your wife who as you see is a bad woman [i.e., 
a demon] you will see how much magic I have. I have Cuaj Ceg paj yim ceg hlaus [nine branches of flowers 
and eight branches of beads]. We will look well together.
Jua-ji thought and thought. What was he to do? Should he send his wife to the dragon pond?
All the time Toad kept on saying, “You must divorce your wife. Take her to the dragon pond so she will 
not come back.”
Finally, he gave in and took Toad’s advice. He sent his wife to the dragon pond.
So Flowery Comb entered the dragon pond. When the water had reached her waist, she turned back to her 
husband and asked, “Why don’t you take me back and we can continue our life together?”
But Jua-ji just said, “You eat raw meat and drink fresh blood. Go ahead. I don’t want to see you. 111 find 
myself another wife.”
Flowery Comb continued to walk into the dragon pond. When the water had reached her arm pits, she again 
looked back at her husband and asked, “Why don’t you take me back and let us continue our life together?”
But Jua-ji again said, “You eat raw meat and drink fresh blood. Go ahead. I will try to find another wife.
And Flowery Comb walked further into the pond. When the water had reached her neck, she turned once more 
to Jua-ji and begged him to take her back, but he repeated the same words. Then Flowery Comb sank to the 
bottom of the pond where Old Thunder, Xob Laug, lived and he made her his wife. Jua-ji went back home. 
After a long time had passed Toad came by and asked him, “May I ask you a question? Have you divorced 
Flowery Comb yet?”
He answered, “Yes, I have.”
“Is that really true? Will she not come back?”
“Yes, I took her to the dragon pond, now I cannot take her back anymore.”
After hearing this Toad took off her beautiful clothes and jumped around showing all the nasty warts on her 
skin and the white pus from the sores on her body dripped on the ground.
“You are indeed a very intelligent young man! How is it that it was so easy for me to lie to you and get you 
to get rid of your wife? How can I like you now?”
Jua-ji went back to the dragon pond and sat down on a log and wept bitterly. He sat there and cried for a long, 
long time. When he had been sitting this way a long time a frog came swimming over the water rippling the 
pond surface.
“Why do you sit here and cry every day, all day long, all month, all year?”
He answered, “Toad had evil intentions. She has a false, a black heart. She lied to me and talked me into 
divorcing my wife, Flowery Comb. I sent her into the dragon pond. Now I miss her so much. So I sit here every 
day hoping that sometime I may catch a glimpse of her.”
Then Frog replied, “What is the use of that? Don’t you know that Old Thunder has married her?”
But even this information did not stop Jua-ji from going every day to the pond and waiting and waiting for 
a glimpse of Flowery Comb.
Finally, the frog came rippling across the pond water again, moving his arms as in scrubbing clothes. “If you 
miss her that much I will have pity on you. Go and catch me nine strings of grasshoppers. After I eat them I 
will take you to see her.”
Jua-ji went off right away and caught nine strings of grasshoppers which he brought to the frog. Frog ate them 
quickly and then began to drink the water of the pond. He drank and drank until the pond was dry. Then Frog 
led him down to the bottom of the pond to see Flowery Comb. “But don’t tell her that it was I who led you 
here because if you do she will hit me.”
Jua-ji promised. Frog led him over to where Flowery Comb was sitting at her loom weaving. Next to her Old 
Thunder was fast asleep, guarding her.
When Jua-ji saw his beloved wife again he reached out and touched her hand.
She warned, “Don’t touch me or he will scold and curse you.”
As she said that Old Thunder began to rumble like distant thunder. Jua-ji stepped back quickly and stood wat- 
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ching her work. He stayed watching her a long, long time, long enough to become very impatient.
Flowery Comb guessed that it was Frog who had brought Jua-ji down to see her, but she did not let on, “Who 
brought you down here?” she asked. Jua-ji remembered his promise and answered, “I came down by myself. 
Nobody helped me.”
She did not believe him.
“I know a mortal cannot come down here. So tell me the truth. It must have been Nlpim quav ntshav [a swear 
word, quav means excrement, ntshav bleeding] who brought you down here. He is our subject.”
With that she took the batten out of her loom and hit the frog. Then the frog vomited out all the water he had 
drunk and the pond refilled with water. Jua-ji found himself sitting on a log beside the pond again. The pond 
was full of water as before.
Now that Jua-ji had seen his former wife he missed her worse than ever. He wanted to have another glimpse 
of her and decided to wait where he was. As he waited he cried and cried. Finally, Frog had pity on him again 
and came skimming across the water the same as before. Again Frog asked for nine strings of grass-hoppers. 
After Jua-ji brought them to him he drank up all the pond water and took Jua-ji down to see Flowery Comb. 
This time when Jua-ji reached the bottom of the pond he saw that Flowery Comb had had a baby who was crawl­
ing around near her. Jua-ji tried to touch his wife, but she would not let him and hit Frog who immediately vomited 
all the water he had drunk. Jua-ji found himself sitting on the log next to the pond the same as before.
For a third time the Frog appeared to him. This time when he saw Flowery Comb her baby was old enough 
to play around by himself. Jua-ji reached out to touch the baby’s hand.
“Don’t do that, Old Thunder will curse you.”
As she said this Old Thunder began to awaken and rumble like distant thunder. Quickly she picked up the 
batten and hit the frog. Before he knew what had happened, Jua-ji was sitting on the log beside the pond again. 
Three was all the chances he had, now he could never go back down to see Flowery Comb in the dragon pond.
But Jua-ji could not stay away from the pond. He went back one more time. Again Frog came skimming over 
the water toward him.
“You can wait and wait here, but you will not get her back. I took you down three times but she hit me every 
time so now I cannot take you back down any more. Old Thunder has decided to take her up above the earth 
with him. Then you will never see her again. If you still want to get her back do as I tell you. Go and find a 
wooden bucket. Heat water until it is warm and put it in the bucket next to your house on the fifteenth of the 
month when the moon is full. Go and find a green snake, nab ntsuab. Put it into a gourd and make a small hole 
in the gourd. Then place it in the bucket with warm water. Before Old Thunder can take Flowery Comb up to 
the sky with him you must place the bucket outside so she will come to wash her hands and feet with you. Maybe 
then she will say, “thank you,” to you. Put the gourd into the bucket. The snake may be able to stop her.”
Jua-ji went home and did as the frog had bid him do. He knew that Old Thunder would take Flowery Comb 
up to the sky at the full moon. He had to have everything ready by then.
On the fifteenth the sun rose promising a brilliant day. Already the mist was rising up the mountain in which 
Old Thunder was carrying Flowery Comb up above the earth with him. But as she was lifted up the mountain 
she saw the bucket of warm water outside Jua-ji’s house. She wanted to wash her hands and feet at her old home 
so she came over and began washing her feet when the snake emerged from the gourd and bit her foot. Her 
foot hurt so much now she could not climb up to the sky with Old Thunder. So he left her behind at Jua-ji’s 
house together with her son who was still too young to leave his mother. Before Thunder rose up to the sky 
he shouted out, “People, people, remember to take care of my son until he is old enough to fly up to the sky 
to join me.”
At first the Hmong people were very conscientious and helped take good care of Thunder’s child, but after 
a while they became lax and stopped feeding him. If it had not been for the Suav [generally translated as Chinese, 
but it can be other foreign people] Thunder’s child would have gone hungry. The Suav people fed him until he 
was grown. As he grew he practiced flying up to join his father in the sky. At first he tried jumping up by catching 
the top of a cane. But the cane was not strong enough, but bent down to the ground under his weight. Next he 
tried to jump up by holding onto a berry bush, but it also bent down and he could not fly up. Every plant he 
tried to use did not help him until he came to the lug tree. This tree was big and strong. He jumped and caught 
the top. It bent down to the ground and then sprang back up flinging him up to the sky to join his father above 
the world.
Then Old Thunder said, “I asked the Hmong people to help feed my child, but they did not do so. It was 
the Suav, strangers, who fed my child. From now on I will strike with lightening any Hmong who drinks mother s 
milk after he has been weaned. But as the Suav helped my child, it is all right for them to drink milk as they 
wish, old or young.”
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That is why even today Hmong may not drink mother’s milk after they have been weaned.
Jua-ji and Flowery Comb married each other again and lived together for a long time. After a while Toad 
came by again to visit. When she discovered that they were married again she became very jealous. She did 
not want them to live together. She turned to Flowery Comb and said, “Why did you come back and marry 
Jua-ji? Your hair is so long.”
Flowery Comb answered, “My hair is so long because I asked a Fa Khau Faj Khaum tree on the mountainside. 
It is hollow inside, so I filled it with water and use it to wash my hair every day.” (This was of course, a lie.)
The Toad believed her and went right up to the Fa Khau tree growing on the mountain side. She carried water 
and filled the hollow inside the tree and began to comb her hair. But in order to dip her comb into the water 
she had to put her head into a hole in the tree.
“You must bend your head down further and stretch to reach the water,” Flowery Comb advised.
So Toad bent her head down further and tried to dip her comb into the water. As she did this she got her head 
caught between the sides of the tree and was suffocated. Toad died with one leg outstretched, the other bent at 
the knee. Now when the moon is full we can see the Fa Khau tree in the face of the full moon with the dead 
toad caught in it.
With the death of Toad Jua-ji and Flowery Comb finally were able to live a long and happy life!
Butterfly and Ya Hma, Yob Hmob
Told by Dia Vang, Diav Vaj, in 1981. Translated by Mai Cha, Mais Tsab.
There were two brothers whose parents had died. The younger was called Ya Hma, Yob Hmob [(Yob is boy’s 
name; Hmob - no-see-um or dwarf)], and lived with his older brother and his wife. Every day he went to watch 
the cows.
Now one day the daughter of the king of Heaven fell from the sky and changed into a butterfly hanging next 
to a rock. Ya Hma found the butterfly and saw that it was dead. He was sorry for the butterfly and decided to 
bury it. He took his six pipe flute, geng, and a drum, but when he played the geng he could not beat the drum 
and when he beat the drum he could not play his geng. This made him very sad and he began to cry because 
he could not give the butterfly a proper funeral.
That night when he came home he told his sister-in-law, “Today I don’t know why but while I was watching 
the cows I found a butterfly hanging from the sky next to a rock. I tried to bury it properly but when I played 
the geng I could not beat the drum and when I beat the drum I could not play the geng. It made me weep.”
“Is that true?” his sister-in-law replied.
“Yes, it really is.”
Some time later two messengers from the sky came to find Ya Hma. They went from village to village asking 
if anyone knew Ya Hma until finally they reached Ya Hma’s village. They asked, “Does Ya Hma live in this 
village?” and people pointed out his house. So they came to the house where he lived with his brother and 
sister-in-law.
“Does Ya Hma live here?” they asked the sister-in-law.
No,” she answered. But Ya Hma was in the back room and when he heard them he called out, “I’m Ya Hma.” 
So then they went to talk with him, “We heard that you found Zer, the youngest daughter of the King of the Sky.” 
“Yes, I found a butterfly hanging from the sky near a rock. I tried to give it a proper burial but it made me 
cry that when I beat the drum I could not play the geng and when I played the geng I could not beat the drum.”
The two messengers asked to be shown where the butterfly was buried and then said, “We will wake her up 
and make a human being of her.”
So they made the butterfly come alive and changed her into a beautiful girl. Then the messengers said, “We 
must go back to the sky.” The butterfly girl replied, “If you want me to go with you then take Ya Hma too.” 
So they took Ya Hma along to the land of the sky.
The two messengers walked in front and Zer and Ya Hma walked behind. “When you reach my father’s house 
he will ask you what you would like him to give you as a reward. Then you must answer, “I want a piece of 
your altar paper, ntawv xwm kab."
When they reached the presence of the King of the Sky, the king asked Ya Hma, “As you found my daughter, 
young man, and you have brought her here, what is it that you want for a reward? Do you want silver and gold,
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or a buffalo? Say anything you want and I will give it to you.” (Now the girl had told him that when the King 
of the Sky says gold it will mean sorrow to the people on earth as silver and gold means the paper money burned 
at the funeral and the funeral will be that of his relatives).
“No, thank you, all I want is a piece of altar paper from your altar.”
Are you sure you don t want silver and gold? I’ll gladly give you silver and gold, a buffalo, anything you 
want,” the King of the Sky repeated.
“No, thank you. Silver and gold means that there will be sorrow on earth. I don’t want that.”
“How about a horse? Don’t you want a horse?”
“No, thank you, a horse is for carrying a dead person. All I want is the paper from your altar.”
The king had two altar papers, one old and the other new. He gave Ya Hma the old one. [This probably means 
that he will die soon, May suggested.]
Then Ya Hma returned to earth, but he could hear Zer calling from the sky, “Ya Hma, Ya Hma, tell them 
that when you die they must bury you on top of the nine mountains and eight passes.”
He reached the house of his brother and asked his sister-in-law to kill the rooster and to give it to him.
You have been gone a long time Ya Hman,” she said. “We have eaten many chickens since you were with 
us. So it is all right for me to prepare the rooster for you.”
“When you have killed it, please chop it into small pieces so I can boil it.”
His sister-in-law did just as he requested. When she had finished Ya Hma asked her to bring him some water. 
So she went to fetch water. As soon as she had left Ya Hma took the altar paper and laid it over the meat. In 
no time the rooster was alive and whole again. Just then the sister-in-law came back and saw the rooster jump 
onto the door sill, cross three times and then run out to his hens and chicks. When the older brother came home 
his wife told him all she had seen.
“I did just as he told me. I killed the rooster and cut it into small pieces. Then he asked me to fetch water, 
so I left to get it. When I returned there was the rooster alive again.”
When the older brother heard this he said, “Younger brother, if you know how to wake up the dead, hurry. 
The wife of a neighbor has just died.”
The younger brother agreed to try so the older brother took him to the burial ground. They dug up the grave. 
Ya Hma took his paper and passed it over the dead woman. In no time the woman stood up and was alive.
Then they took the woman to her husband. “We brought your wife back to life. Do you want her back?”
“My wife is dead. If you brought her back to life she is yours.”
So then Ya Hma took this woman to be his wife. One day when he went to plant crops he said, “Anybody 
who stays home, please do not open my clothes hamper.”
He had said this many times before so his wife wondered, “Why does he always say that?” She decided to 
see what it was that he kept in his clothes hamper. She opened the lid and found the old altar paper. She took 
it out and decided to burn it up in the fire.
When Ya Hma came home he said, “I told you not to open my clothes hamper. Now you have burned up 
my life and I will surely die.” Before he died he asked to be buried on the nine mountains and eight passes. 
She made him a white shroud. They carried him to be buried on the nine mountains and the eight passes. As 
they went the bier became lighter and lighter. They buried him and piled a mound over his grave.
Zer in the sky saw the mound. “Ya Hma must have died, I’ll go to wake him up,” she said to herself. So 
she woke him up and brought him back to life.
“Why have you brought me back to life?” he asked. “I am already married on earth, now shall I go with 
you to the land of the sky, or will you go with me to my house on earth?”
“You are an earth person so I will accompany you to your house on earth.” When they reached his house 
he discovered that his wife had remarried. He took his white shroud and showed it to his old wife. “Where is 
your husband,” he asked her.
“Why, my husband has gone to plant crops.”
“Will you mend this shirt for me?”
“There is nothing wrong with it.” But as she looked more closely at the shirt she recognized every stitch and 
began to cry.
“This is the same shirt I made for Ya Hma when he died.”
“But can’t you see I am Ya Hma?”
Then his first wife cried and cried. She did not wait for her new husband to return from the fields, but right 
then and there ran off with Ya Hma.
But now when Zer saw that he had another wife she was so sad that she turned into a bird and flew away. 
But when Ya Hma saw her fly away he hurried to follow her. He followed the bird everywhere. When the bird 
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rested on a tree branch Ya Hma sat down to wait for her below.
“Ya Hma, I am a sky person. I cannot do field work and housework for you. Go back to live with your other 
wife who can do all these things you need for you.”
“If you live, I will live with you. If you die I will die with you.”
She took his life back and together they went to live up in the sky.
The Queen of the Monkeys
As told by Ngia Thao, Nkias Thoj, for Susan M. Lindbergh, translated by May Soua Vang, 1987.
A long time ago Txwj Pov Tsam [which translates as village elder to be] planted some com near a cave. The 
monkeys who lived nearby came over and ate of his com everyday. The elder thought up a plan how to get rid 
of the monkeys. He called the people from the town to help him gather long reeds in order to braid a bridge 
across the river. When it was finished the elder called to the monkeys that there was going to be a ceremony 
and invited all of them to come. He told the monkeys to cross the river by using his new bridge. Once across 
he would open his gate for them to get at the food.
When all the monkeys were on the rope bridge the elder chopped the bridge in half and all the monkeys fell 
into the river and drowned. That is all the monkeys but one, the Queen of Monkeys, never got on the bridge 
with the rest. She was furious at the death of all the monkeys and vowed that she would be revenged.
So the Monkey Queen went up to the moon and hopped on the tree that grows on the moon. But a branch 
of the moon tree broke off and fell to earth. A Chinese family happened to find the branch and as their table 
had only three legs, they decided to use the wood to make themselves a fine new table leg.
In the meantime the Monkey Queen had made her way to the very highest heaven where she came across the 
Queen of Heaven outside the walls of her castle. Quickly, the Monkey Queen killed the Queen of Heaven and 
decided to take her place.
Straight away she ordered the servants to prepare her bedroom, and she went right to bed pretending to be 
very sick. She let no one come to see her, but demanded that the King of Heaven send messengers down to earth 
to find a man call TPT Txwj Pov Tsam. As soon as they found him, they should bring him directly to heaven 
and kill him. They must then fry his heart and liver because if she did not get to eat them she would never recover. 
So the King of Heaven sent out his two messengers to find the elder and to bring him up to heaven.
The messengers came down to earth and searched and searched. Finally, they found TPT’s home. They then 
told him of their mission and ordered him to accompany them. The elder told them that he would go with them, 
but first they must allow him three days to get his affairs in order. The messengers agreed.
When the third day came TPT told his wife to put the stove on top of the house as soon as he and the heavenly 
messengers had left. Then he said goodbye and left. But they had only gone a short distance when he said, I 
had a vision and in it I saw my family’s stove on top of the roof of the house. We must return so I can bring 
it down for my family because if they have no stove to cook on they will surely starve to death.
So the messengers agreed to turn back. Sure enough, the stove was sitting on top of the roof. After getting 
it back down, they stayed another three days.
Just before leaving the elder told his wife to put the food grinder (pestle) on top of the house as soon as they 
had left. Then they set out, but it was not long before the elder told the messengers that he had a vision, “This 
time I saw my family’s food grinder on the roof. I must go back.” And then they returned a second time.
After three days they set out again and travelled and travelled until they came to a town. They asked a Chinese 
family if they could spend the night with them. They agreed but during the night the daughter of the Chinese 
family cried out again and again in pain. Next morning the messengers told the Chinese couple that TPT was 
a great shaman. Perhaps he could cure their daughter. The Chinese promised TPT anything for a reward if he 
would only cure their daughter.
Now it happened that this was the very same Chinese family that had found the branch from the moon tree 
that the Monkey Queen had knocked down. It was now just a leg on their table. But at night TPT could hear 
the table leg talk. It told him that the reason the girl cried out in pain was because at night the demon Txeeb 
Ntseg cried out, calling the table leg, “Kai men Kai men,” [Chinese for ‘open door’] three times, the table leg 
then opened the door,for the demon. Later the table let the demon out again. The table leg continued, “TPT 
you must ask the Chinese family to prepare a needle and three differently colored threads, one red, one green 
and one white. When the demon has finished sucking the girl’s blood and is ready to leave, you must pin the 
threads on the demon’s wing. In the morning you can then follow the threads wherever they lead and you will 
find Txeeb Ntseg.”
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That night the elder did as the table leg had told him and when the demon was ready to fly away, he quickly 
stuck the needle with the three threads in its wing. Next morning he called to the people and they followed the 
threads. The threads led them to a lake. The people quickly began building ditches to drain the lake and then 
they easily killed the evil demon. They also took all the fish in the lake home to eat. After that the daughter 
had no more pain.
Now the table leg had told TPT that when the Chinese offer him a gift as a reward, he should only ask for 
the table leg. The family readily agreed to that and so the elder took the table leg and set out with the messengers 
on the way to heaven.
After three days they reached a town. The table leg whispered to TPT that he should buy some food and a 
couple of dogs. Having done so they set out again. After three days they reached another town. This time the 
table leg advised him to buy a pair of hawks. In the next town, again after three days, the table leg told him 
to buy a pair of squirrels, ncuav. In the next town they reached, the table leg told TPT to go into the town and 
see if he could not find a big tree with a bird nest on it. “Take the egg you will find in the nest and boil it until 
it is hard.”
So TPT found a big tree with a nest and took the egg and boiled it and then he replaced it in the nest. When 
the birds came back to the nest and found that the chick inside the egg was dead, they quickly flew away to the 
Tree of Life and picked some leaves. These they chewed and then spit the leaves over the egg. The chick in 
the egg came back to life. TPT tried this three more times, and each time the birds brought their chick back 
to life with the leaves of the tree of life. On the fourth day TPT picked all the leaves off the tree and took them 
with him on the way to heaven.
When they finally reached heaven everyone welcomed them. But when the Monkey Queen heard that TPT 
had arrived, she moaned and cried out with pain ordering the servants to hurry and kill TPT so she could eat 
his heart and liver and be cured. But the two messengers told the King of Heaven that the elder was really an 
excellent shaman. “Maybe he can cure the Queen some other way.” The king agreed to let him try to heal his 
wife. Then TPT asked to see the queen, but she refused and locked the doors. Then the elder called the dogs 
and told them to barge into the room. This terrified the monkey who then tried to escape. But the hawks guarded 
two of the comers of the house and the squirrels the other. She tried to climb out of the window but the dogs 
rushed up and bit her to death.
TPT then proceeded to tell the king of Heaven what had really happened and how the Monkey Queen had killed 
the real queen and taken her place. The king asked TPT if he could not bring the real queen back to life. The 
elder asked the servants to bring a board and two white sheets. He laid the board on the floor and covered it 
with one of the sheets. Then he told the dogs to go find the real queen’s bones and bring them to him. He told 
the hawks to find the real queen’s flesh and bring it, and the squirrels to suck the blood from the ground and 
put everything together on the sheet. He covered it with the other sheet and standing by the head end, he chewed 
the leaves of the tree of life and spat them on the sheet. Then he stood at the foot end and repeated the procedure. 
He spat the leaves three times.
After a while TPT lifted a comer of the sheet and saw that the queen’s body was slowly forming back together. 
He blew the chewed leaves three times more at the head end and at the foot end. Then on the third time he took 
the sheet off and there she was alive. The maids took the queen away to bathe and then she joined the king to 
thank TPT.
The king told TPT that he was free to return home. He gave him many servants to accompany him and when 
they reached his old home to build him a palace.
This time the journey took only three days. Some of the servants went ahead but when TPT’s family saw them 
they were .terrified, certain that they had come to kill them. But then TPT arrived and comforted them and told 
them not to be afraid. It took the heavenly servants only three days to build the new house. TPT and his family 
moved in and lived happily ever after.
The Orphan Who Stole Silver and Gold from the Monkeys
Taped by la Vang as she told the story to her children in the evening. Translated by May Soua Vang, 1987.
Nraug Ntsuag is pronounced Njau Ndsua with an excited, breathy tone, like an exclamation point. The name 
conjures up romance and mystery so that May Soua felt that to transcribe it into pseudo English, or to translate 
it simply as “orphan” would do harm to the sense of the Hmong original.
A long time ago, Nraug Ntsuag’s parents died and he had to live with his older brother and sister-in-law. They 
often beat him, scolded him and made him work very hard everyday.
Finally Nraug Ntsuag, the orphan, could stand it no longer, so he left and went away all by himself. First 
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he built himself a house of banana leaves and then he made a field and grew a lot of com for food. But as the 
com ripened a lot of monkeys came to feed upon his com. Because he could not chase them away nor catch 
them in his traps, the monkeys ate up almost all his com.
So Nraug Ntsuag decided to seek out the supernatural Shou, who answers all prayers, to ask him to help him. 
He explained his problem to Shou who promised to help. Shou told the orphan to go back to his house and kill 
and eat one of his chickens. He should eat so much until he was thoroughly stuffed. Then he should lie down 
in his corn field and not make a move. When the monkeys come back to eat his com they will notice him. As 
they all gather around the way curious monkeys do, he should make a bad smell. Then the monkeys will think 
that he is really dead.
Nraug Ntsuag returned home and did exactly as Shou had bid him do. He killed a chicken, ate until he was 
stuffed and went to lie down in his cornfield. In a little while the monkeys came to eat the com. They saw the 
orphan’s body and quickly gathered around. They discussed among themselves, “Is he really dead?” So they 
decided to smell him when just then the orphan had to fart. Now the monkeys were convinced that he really 
was dead, so they decided to take him to their place to perform a funeral for him.
To help with the funeral they invited all kinds of animals. Each of the animals brought gifts of silver and gold, 
jewels, pots and pans and other riches. Right after the funeral ceremony when the monkeys were ready to bury 
the orphan, he jumped up and shouted out really loud, “I am not dead.” This frightened all the animals. They 
ran away as fast as they could leaving all their gifts behind. Then Nraug Ntsuag picked up everything the animals 
had brought and took it back to his little banana leaf house and hid all his treasures inside.
One day his sister-in-law was passing by when she went to get water from the well. The orphan called to her 
asking her to visit him. But she sniffed, “Why does such a poor person like you want to invite me?” But finally 
he was able to persuade her to come inside his house. But as she entered the whole place changed right before 
her eyes. The inside of the house was made of gold and silver and was filled with all manner of riches. She 
became very envious and demanded to know how he had gotten all this wealth and begged the orphan to reveal 
his secret.
Then Nraug Ntsuag reminded her of how heartless she and his brother had been to him, of how he had gone 
off alone to make his field and how the monkeys had come to eat all his com, and so, how he had gone to see 
Shou. The orphan told of what Shou had told him to do and that he had done just as he was told. Then he told 
her of the funeral the animals prepared and how he frightened them into leaving all their gold and silver and riches.
When the sister-in-law left she picked up some of the gold that had scattered when the orphan had fed some 
to his animals. She hurried home to tell her husband about the orphan’s wealth. Her husband would not believe 
her until he finally went to visit Nraug Ntsuag and saw with his own eyes just how rich his brother had become.
When the older brother came home he started to plant com where his brother had. Again the monkeys came 
everyday to eat his com until it was almost gone. He killed a chicken and ate until he was stuffed. Then he lay 
down in the com patch and pretended to be dead. The monkeys gathered around him and he farted. So the monkeys 
agreed that he was really dead. They carried him to their place for the funeral. As they carried him to their place 
the older brother opened one eye and peeked. He saw that they were walking along a high cliff which made him 
very frightened and he said, “Please, do be careful and don’t drop me!”
Some of the monkeys said that he was surely alive, but the others calmed them and said that it was just people 
talking far away. So they went on.
Three more times the older brother peeked and asked them not to drop him. But the third time the monkeys 
had reached the highest point of the cliff. This time all the monkeys heard him and agreed that he must be coming 
back to life. They got scared and let go of him as they scampered away. The older brother fell off the cliff, 
down the precipice and was killed.
The Taming of the Shrew
As told by Dia Vang in Missoula in 1982 to her grandchildren. Translated by Mai Cha.
There was once a man named “Bracelets and Rings” Txiaj Toog Plaib Zag. All looked up to him because 
of his supernatural power. He wore his trousers very loose in back so that it looked like a nine-cornered tail 
because he had been widowed nine times. When he heard of a woman called “Old Green Hmong,” Hmoob Sib 
Laug, who wore nine pleats in her skirt because she had also been widowed nine times, he went to her father, 
a chieftain, and asked, “Do you have a daughter who has nine pleats in her skirt?” Then he went to meet her 
and asked right out, “Are you Miss Old Green Hmong?” “No, No, that is my sister,” she teased. “Aren’t 
you “Bracelets and Rings”?” “No, No, that is my young brother at home?” he fibbed. So she invited him in, 
“Come to my house, come to my house.” Then Bracelets asked the chieftain for his daughter’s hand. With his 
permission the two married each other.
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Now it happened that someone among the sky people up in heaven had died and some sky people came to 
fetch Bracelets to play the six pipe flute at their funeral celebration. His wife was loath to let him go and said, 
“While you are in heaven remember not to sing.” He promised and went to attend the funeral of the wife of 
the Spirit of the Fireplace Ntxaij Nuyg Poj Niam.
He attended the funeral for nine days and nine nights until he became very lonely for his wife. A sigh rose 
in his throat and before he could stop himself he sang out, “Ah, I left my wife behind. For nine days and nine 
nights I have been burying this sky woman. I left my wife in her house.”
The devil tiger heard this song and quickly went to investigate. He found Bracelets and stole the peach wood 
from inside the six pipe flute that gives the instrument its voice. Then he quickly ran back to earth. There he 
gave the peach wood to the tiger spirit wife who knew how to blow on it so that it sounded like a six pipe flute 
playing. She then went to Miss Green’s house who, when she heard the sound of the six pipe flute, expected 
to see her husband return from the skyland. She opened the door. Instead, it was the tiger demon who touched 
the hem of her skirt causing her to fall down in a dead faint.
Her family thought she had died and held a funeral for her for three days and three nights. All this time her 
husband was still up in the skyland. But when their calls reached him, he quickly returned to earth. He threw 
away his flute and entered the house. There was his wife lying on a bier. Weeping and moaning he laid his head 
on his wife’s breast until too exhausted he fell asleep. While he slept he dreamed that she spoke to him, “I told 
you not to sing when you went to the sky. Now a devil tiger has heard you and he will take me away. If you 
really want me back alive you must practice with your sword three days and three nights. Then wait along the 
path that my soul will travel. On the last day of the funeral, when they sacrifice a cow for me, the demons will 
leave the grave. If you don’t catch my soul then you can never get me back.”
He awoke, wiped his eyes and walked back to his own parent’s house. Then he made a gun, a cross bow and 
a long sword. He asked his parents to let him use their cow as a target to practice.
“You are our only son, if you need the cow take her.”
He pulled the cow to the other end of the village, climbed on the opposite ridge and aimed his cross bow and 
shot the cow. Then he asked his mother for the basket clothes hamper and with one stroke cut it in half with 
his sword. Then he asked for his mother’s spinning wheel for stretching hemp thread.
“You are our only son, if you need it, take it.”
He took the spinning wheel and hurled it from the back of the house towards the front. Quickly he ran to the 
front and with his sword cut it in two as it flew by. Then he asked his mother and father to prepare dried meat 
for his journey and set out to the mountain pass where his wife’s soul must pass. When he reached the nine moun­
tains and eight passes he heard the sound of someone coming closer and closer. Soon a procession of demons 
passed along. He asked them, “Sisters, do you know if Miss Green will be along this way?” “Oh yes, she is 
just waiting to drink the last drops of blood and then she will be along with another group.”
Bracelets fell asleep by the side of the road so he did not see the tiger demons pass by. Finally, his wife came, 
but though she tried to awaken him it was to no avail. He did not hear her.
“You sleep so soundly, I’ll leave my comb here for you.” Then she placed her comb on his chest saying, 
“When my comb grows into a big tree and bears fruit, the monkeys will come to eat the fruit. They will drop 
some on your head. Then you will wake up.”
She stood up and walked on. Soon she could hear the tiger demon woman call, “Is it all right if I eat this 
white bun?”
“Don’t do that, mother. If you eat that bun I will never go along with you. It is the body of my younger brother.
A few steps further and the tiger father asked, “Is it all right if I eat this white bun?
“Don’t do that or I will never go along with you,” she answered.
Finally her tiger husband asked the same question and again she gave the same answer. They passed on, going 
to their own place, but everywhere they stopped Miss Old Green cut a branch and planted it in the ground. Time 
passed and from the comb a huge tree grew. Many fruit hung on its branches which the monkeys soon found 
and began to eat. But all this time Bracelet was sound asleep. A root had grown around his body imprisoning 
his arms and legs. When the monkeys dropped some fruit on his head, he awoke and reaching for his sword 
to sever the root. He looked around for his meat and rice, but there was no trace to be found. Mushrooms grew 
from the decayed handle of his sword. Then he noticed the tiger foot prints on the ground near him. From the 
middle of each print a tall tree had grown. He followed the foot prints. After three days and three nights he passed 
a fireplace. Grass was growing where the coals had been, but near it he found stuck in the ground a withered 
branch. He walked on. Then he came to another fireplace, but here the grass was not so high and the cut branch 
his wife had planted was standing upright. He walked on. At first tall trees grew in the foot prints, then grass 
until the tiger pug marks were clearly outlined in the soil. There he found a fireplace with coals that were still 
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hot and a branch that still had green leaves stuck in the ground.
He picked some leaves and began to blow on them, 'Pu pue pu sib cab' [which means, in what direction did 
the tigers go?]
His wife heard him and quickly picked some leaves and began whistling in answer, “The tigers took me to 
a cave in the mountains.” But the sound was picked up by the echo and returned. He could hear her answer 
but he could not tell the direction. He climbed up the side of the valley thinking he heard her answer coming 
from the other side. But when he went to the other side, he could find no one.
Finally he came to a sheer cliff. Above it grew a tall tree with a branch that overhung the chasm. He climbed 
up and moved out along the branch. Then he saw her sitting inside a cave embroidering. He bent over and spat 
on her sewing.
“What a nasty bird to soil my embroidery!” she said without looking up. So then Bracelet tried peeing on 
her. “That side of the mountain the sun is shining, but here it is raining and getting my work wet.” Still she 
did not look up. “It must be the rodent Hmong call nas,” she said to herself. Bracelet cut off a branch from 
the tree and dropped that down on her embroidery. She picked it up and saw the cut. “This smells like my late 
husband has cut this branch.” And then she looked up.
“Can I come down?” he asked.
“No, you must wait.” She got up, fetched a bowl and filled it with water. She looked deeply into the water 
and there she saw where the tigers were and how long it would take them to come back to the cave. The tigers 
were just beginning to hunt. “Come down quickly,” she called. “Take the path around the cliff.”
When he reached her they embraced lovingly. Miss Green cooked some food for him. “Can I live and die 
with you?” he asked.
“No, you must go back up the cliff and wait there. Here, I will give you these nine leaves. Each night drop 
one. When all are gone, then come on down.”
He climbed back up the rocks. Darkness fell. He heard a flock of witches fly over head. “Sisters,” he called 
to them. “My wife gave me nine leaves. I am to drop one each day. On the last day will the tigers be asleep? 
Is she telling the truth?”
“No, no, she is lying to you. By the time you have dropped all nine leaves the tigers will be nine days away, 
but tonight all the tigers will be fast asleep. Tonight you have a chance. If you don‘t use it, you will never get 
your wife back.”
When he heard this he threw the leaves away and hurried back down the cliff. As he came near the cave he 
called, “Can I come now?”
“No, not yet.” Then she took a needle and stuck it once in each sleeping tiger. The tigers shouted, “Au, Au!” 
They were not quite asleep, but soon they fell into a deep sleep and so did the wild cat, plis, which lived with 
the tigers and whom the tigers addressed as “mother’s brother.”
As soon as the tigers and the wild cat were fast asleep Bracelet called again, “Can I come now?”
“Yes,” she called. Bracelet rushed down, took his sword and chopped off the heads of every tiger with one 
blow. To the wild cat he gave a mighty slap and it scurried away. But when his wife saw this, she became furious 
and changing into a huge tiger she reared up to attack him. “If you are long I’ll cut you into three pieces, but 
if you are only short I’ll cut you into two!” he threatened.
She began to cry and turned herself back into a woman. “But if you really want me to go with you, you must 
drink three cups of tiger blood.” He tried, but he simply could not force it down. At last he walked away without 
his wife.
He walked and walked for a day and then went to sleep, but when he awoke he found himself right back at 
the tiger’s den. Twice more he tried to leave, but each time he found himself back at the cave. Finally , he decided 
to force down a bit of tiger blood. He drank a little, but immediately vomited. Then Miss Green decided to help 
and drank enough for both. After all she was half tiger herself. Then they set out together.
At the midpoint of their journey back she turned to her husband, “Please, dig a large hole for me, line it with 
tiger-plant leaves so I can rest there. I am about to give birth. Then go and cut three mountains and three hills 
of firewood so I can warm myself after giving birth.” He did as she asked, dug a hole about two outstretched 
arms wide and three deep and left her there to cut the firewood.
He returned in three days. All he could find was a pile of compost. He was sure she was finally dead and 
so walked away. He had walked over three mountains when he heard a voice calling, “Why don’t you wait for 
me?” Thinking it was his wife’s voice, he turned back, but when he reached the spot where he had last seen 
her, nothing had changed. He waited there three days, but nothing changed. Again he set out.
He had not gone far when again he thought he heard her voice calling. “I am not really leaving, I have just 
gone to fetch water,” he shouted. But when he returned nothing had changed. He wondered to himself, “I hear
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her voice, but when I come back she is still just as dead.” Again he spent the night. In the morning he cooked 
breakfast. “Now I will really leave and not come back,” he muttered when he heard her voice asking if he was 
still there. “Yes, I am still here,” he answered. Then he looked into the hole he had dug. There he saw her 
in human shape but next to her were three of the cutest tiger kittens you can imagine.
She called to him, “Please pull my arm and help me up.” This he did and then made a big fire to let her 
warm herself. He looked at the kittens. They were so cute he really wanted to raise them. So he prepared some 
rice and carefully forced it down their little throats. Rice is not the correct food for tigers and the little tigers 
choked and choked. He tried to help but soon they all died.
Inside the hole her tiger skin could still be seen. As long as he did not get rid of this she could never really 
become a human being again. “Please, take this skin and the three dead babies to the ends of the mountains, 
far, far away.” This he did hanging the skin on a tree as he heard the ghosts crying for it.
After this they walked back together to his parents’ village. As they came near his old home he asked his wife 
to stay back and he went on alone. When he entered his parents’ house they were busy celebrating a memorial 
feast in his honor as they were sure that he was dead. He walked up to his mother, “May I rest here?” His 
mother did not recognize him.
“You cannot stay here, but you can rest in the rice storage hut until we finish our ceremony.”
“May I play the six pipe flute for your ceremony?” Now as you know the flute can talk, so as he played the 
flute he let it sing, “You made a memorial feast for me, but I am not dead. I am alive and right here.” His 
father had gone to the attic to get salt when he heard the flute speak. He was so excited that he jumped down 
and broke his leg calling out, “I broke my leg and found my son!” (Quaj kuv roob hlaub quaj kuv tub yob kob).
His mother was still out in the chicken house when she heard what the flute was singing. She ran out to hug 
him, but she ran so fast she also hurt her leg. “Did you find your wife?”
“Yes, I did and she is waiting now above the house.” Then they all went to get her.
The Story of Sin Xay
Told by Mua Neng and translated by Xeng Thao in 1980.
In very, very olden times, long, long ago there were monsters and Hmong people, but at that time the Hmong 
people had no magical power. They just made their fields in the forest while monsters roamed about eating peo­
ple. These monsters were really also a kind of people called Nya Ku Pan. They were cannibals. Gradually they 
became more and more threatening to the Hmong people.
Now the Hmong had a chieftain who together with his sister represented the last of the line. The sister was 
called Na A, a Lao name. She was both very beautiful and very clever. So the Nya Ku Pan decided to capture 
her. They caused a great hurricane to steal her away to become the wife of their own chieftain. Her brother, 
the Hmong king, did not know what to do as he had no supernatural power to use against the Nya Ku Pan. His 
first wife had given him no sons so after him the line would end.
He thought and thought what to do, “If I have no power and no sons to help me, I cannot get my sister back. 
If I die that is the end of this line. The monster people will eat up the rest of my people.” So he decided to 
marry a second wife. Perhaps she would bear sons for him.
When after three years his second wife also had bom him no sons the king and his wives asked each other 
what they could possibly do and then they decided to ask Shou. “Please Shou give us some children that are 
so clever that they can help us get our sister back from the chief of the Nya Ku Pan,” they prayed. Then the 
first wife went to a big tree and sacrificed a pig and some chickens. She also burned some incense. The second 
wife only picked three leaves and lighted three candles and used these to make an offering to the big tree. Then 
the husband prayed first, “We are people in the world. We are leaders, but we have no supernatural power, 
while the Nya Ku Pan have lots of power which they derive from the land on which they live. That is why they 
can eat up our people and now they have even stolen my sister. ‘ Then the first wife spoke, “If you, Shou, grant 
me a child, please let it be clever and have lots of supernatural power. Here, I shall kill this pig and these chickens 
to bless you.” Finally the second wife stepped up and blessed God, “We are poor. We have neither power nor 
magic intelligence I offer you here these flowers and sweets. Please, God, send me twin sons that are intelligent 
so that they can protect our people of this world, because if no help comes for our people, they will all be eaten 
by these ogres and there will be no humans left.”
Shou answered, “I am the King of Heaven and I do not eat chickens and pigs, but I do like flowers and sweets. 
Therefore, I shall give three children of exceptional intelligence to you, second wife. With that Shou allowed 
the second wife to conceive first, giving her three sons. He also gave the first wife triplets, but as Shou does 
not like blood sacrifices, he did not give her very intelligent children.
When the time had come for the second wife to give birth the first wife thought, “We are both expecting,
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but now her children will be bom first. Her children will have priority over mine, they will be the first bom.” 
So she decided on a plan. She called the servants and told them to find her some puppy dogs. As the second 
wife’s labor pains began she told her that it is more bearable if you cover the eyes and use a little poppy juice 
to dull the pain. In this way the first wife hoped to steal the new bom babies away. Then, when her own time 
to deliver would come, her children would be the first born and be recognized as important people.
The king was far away and was not there when his second wife was ready to deliver. The first wife went into 
the second wife’s bedroom, “You are still so young and childbirth hurts so much. Here let me help you. Here 
tie your eyes shut. Are you feeling any better now?” The second wife did not know any better and accepted 
the help of the first wife. Soon the first baby was bom, a boy who cried just like newborn Hmong babies cry. 
Quickly the first wife took him away and replaced him with a little puppy dog. Then instead of the lusty cry 
of a Hmong baby only the whimpering of a puppy could be heard. Soon the second baby was bom, again a son 
crying loudly. The first wife quickly replaced him also with a puppy dog. Finally, the third baby was bom, a 
son. But he was so intelligent that he was born wearing full uniform with a gun and the necessary papers in hand. 
Him too the first wife replaced with a little dog.
“Why do my babies cry like Hmong children when they are born and now all I can hear is the whimpering 
of puppy dogs?”
The first wife gave money to some people to take the babies away and set them afloat on the river.
When the king came home he asked, “Where are the babies that were to be bom to my second wife?” He 
went to see his second wife, but there instead of human babies all he could find were three little puppy dogs. 
“What does this mean?”
Then the first wife came forward and insinuated that maybe there was something not all right with the second 
wife’s conduct. Maybe he should get rid of this wife, maybe set her adrift on the river. Had she perhaps had 
a liaison with a dog? Maybe these puppies were not royal children at all. The king did not know what to think.
The second wife pleaded, “At first my babies cried just like Hmong children do, but later they whimpered 
like puppies. Maybe the first wife exchanged them.”
The king did not believe her. He was furious. In his anger he grabbed the second wife and set her adrift on 
the waters of the river and let the current carry her away.
The waters floated the poor mother away, but because she was blessed the waters brought her to rest in the 
same place along the banks where they had earlier taken her three sons, near a city by the ocean. And that is 
where she stayed with her sons until these were full grown men. The three sons were called Ntxhauv (mossy 
clump or shell), Ntxhw (elephant) and Sin Xay.
Soon after the second wife had given birth, the first wife went into labor. She also gave birth to three sons, 
Tuam, the eldest, Lwm, the second, Xab, the third..
Time passed and Tuam, Lwm, and Xab grew up. “Now that you are grown men you must set out to bring 
back my sister, your aunt Phauj from the land of the Nya Ku Pan. If you do not succeed in freeing her, I will 
cut off your heads. But if you bring her back to me I shall give each of you a kingdom,” said the king their 
father. So they set out to bring back their father’s sister. But how were they to go about doing this? They decided 
to ask Shou.
“You three cannot manage this, but you have three other brothers who live near the seashore. They will know 
how to bring her back. They live in a city, not like you. If you want to find them I’ll tell you their names. They 
are Mossy Clump, Elephant and Sin Xay. Sin Xay is the most powerful of the three. All animals are afraid of 
him. He is unique. He can go and rescue you father’s sister. Go back and tell your father. Then go off on your 
way. It will take three years and two months to get her back. Follow the river and you will find your brothers. 
Ask them-to go with you. They will be very happy to do so.”
The three brothers went back to their father and told him what Shou had told them. He gladly let them go 
to find their brothers. They followed the river and in one year and six month they arrived at the place where 
Sin Xay and his brothers lived with their mother by the sea. When they had arrived they immediately asked their 
half brothers to go with them, but at first their mother would not let them go. But Sin Xay was very intelligent 
with a white heart. He readily forgave his half brothers and their cruel mother, hoping in this way to be of help 
to the people. Then the three sons of the first wife asked,” Sin Xay, what is the magic that you control?”
Sin Xay answered, “When I go someplace I point and I have weapons, uniforms and a wind comes up and 
protects me. When you need me just call me and you will see what magic it is that I have.”
The three sons of the first wife took their leave but said that they would be back in one year and two months, 
“So please come to the half-way point on the thirtieth day of the fourteenth month.” Then they returned to their 
father’s place.
At the appointed time, Sin Xay arrived at the meeting place with his weapons flying along side him, surrounded 
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by a bright light which seemed to shine everywhere. When his three half brothers arrived to meet them Sin Xay 
suggested that they let him go on alone. But they begged to come along so finally he agreed and all six set out 
to rescue their paternal aunt.
Pretty soon they met a dragon with nine heads and all mouths open to eat them up. Then Clump of Moss decid­
ed to fight with him. He fought and fought until he was exhausted. Then Elephant took over and fought and 
fought until he was exhausted. Sin Xay stepped up and he began to talk to the dragon. He tried to argue with 
the dragon, but to no avail so finally he took his sword and killed the dragon. Sin Xay said, “All of you cannot 
go with me. The three brothers of the first mother must stay here with my second brother to take care of you. 
You stay right here where I killed the dragon. You do not have enough magic. The oldest brother and I will 
go on to the country of the Nya Ku Pan.” With that Sin Xay and his older brother flew off through the air.
When they came down Sin Xay and his brother turned into two Buddhist monks, dressed in saphron robes, 
and entered the country of the Nya Ku Pan. It was the time of Van Sin when all the souls of animals are sent 
back to heaven. The guard at the border demanded, “Where are you going?” They answered, “We have come 
to worship and to pay our respects to the king.” That day they planned to look around. The next day they planned 
to rescue their father’s sister.
The next day the king went off to take care of some affairs leaving his Hmong wife home. The two brothers 
took this opportunity to talk to her. But she was afraid to leave with them. “Sin Xay, you are just ordinary peo­
ple, but the king of the Nya Ku Pan has such powerful magic. You cannot fight him. What magic do you have? 
Let me see it.” Before the king had left he had warned his Hmong wife that should anyone come and talk to 
her, “Do not answer, do not talk to them.”
When the aunt had asked Sin Xay to sho,w his magic, he took his gun and shot it into the sky. A huge cloud 
appeared, hotter than chili, and covered the land of the Nya Ku Pan. In agony the Nya Ku Pan rolled up and 
perished. Then Sin Xay turned to his aunt, “Auntie, if you want to come with us now, come along. If you don’t 
want to come I will cut off your head so I can bring it back to my father.” She thought it over for a while and 
then decided to go with them.
When they reached the edge of the village she said, “Wait a minute, I must go back to get my seal. I must 
go back to get it.” Saying this she went back to find the king of Nya Ku Pan in order to wake him up. But try 
as hard as she could she could not awaken him. He just moaned and went back to sleep. Then Sin Xay called, 
“If you want to go with us, come along.” Three more times she turned back to wake the king of the Nya Ku 
Pan, but when he still remained asleep she finally left with her nephews.
Not much later the king of the Nya Ku Pan recovered and immediately set out to follow them, grabbing his 
weapons as he went. Soon he caught up with Sin Xay. The two fought and fought until at last Sin Xay was vic­
torious. Then taking their aunt the two brothers set out for their father’s country.
When they reached the place where Sin Xay had slain the dragon and left his brother, Elephant, with his three 
half brothers he could not find them. The sons of the first wife, fearing that once Sin Xay had brought their 
aunt back to their father, he would prefer him and his brothers over them had decided to make dead falls to trap 
first the Elephant and later if possible Sin Xay and Clump of Moss as well. First, Elephant had fallen into the 
trap. Then as Clump of Moss was looking for him, he too fell in. Just then Sin Xay arrived shouting, “We just 
got back with our aunt.” But when he saw what had happened he called out to his half brothers, “If you are 
not happy I’ll cut off your heads.”
His half brothers rushed over and began to bless Sin Xay. The aunt watching all these things said, “You three 
have nothing to offer, it is only Sin Xay who amounts to something. From now on people will look to Sin Xay 
for protection against cannibals.”
Sin Xay answered, “I will not go back with you. You three can take our aunt and bring her back to our father. 
I have my own country.” Then the three brothers took their aunt back to their father’s place.
But Sin Xay and Clump of Moss went back to make their peace with the king of Nya Ku Pan. He told the 
king, “From now on eat meat, but never eat the bone because if you begin eating bone you will soon eat people 
again. If you eat meat you must use a knife to cut if from the bone. Never gnaw the bone! If any Nya Ku Pan 
eat people again I will come back and kill everybody.” Then Sin Xay went back to his mother’s village by the 
sea shore.
The father’s sister after she arrived at her brother’s place talked to the king and told him how it was Sin Xay 
who had rescued her. She told it over and over until he agreed that this was indeed so. To punish his first wife 
he decided not to allow her sons to inherit the kingdom. He made them just ordinary citizens. Then he set out 
to find his second wife so he could let her sons inherit his kingdom. But Sin Xay was not interested. He had 
become the protector of all the people. He ascended to heaven, but first he declared that should he see cannibalism 
again he would return to fight it.
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The Story of Nu Ya, Nuj Yob, and the Tiger
As told by Mua Neng, and translated by Xeng Thao, Xeeb Thoj.
The story was told to Mua Neng by a man of his grandfather’s generation and descent, called Txiaj Yob. Mua 
Neng told this story at the same time as the story of Sin Xay.
In the olden times there was a man who had two sons. The younger was called Nu Ya, but what the name 
of the older was I have forgotten. The parents died soon after the younger son was bom. In time the older found 
a wife and he and his wife lived at the original homestead and worked in nearby fields. Nu Ya they sent away 
to make his own farm (by cutting and burning the jungle). So he worked the land every day and carried water 
with much effort to water his crops.
Nu Ya’s father after death changed into a great tiger and became the very king of tigers which meant that he 
had a great deal of magical power. One day he came around to see how his fatherless sons were making out. 
He found the older living a comfortable life, but the younger, Nu Ya, even though still so young had to work 
very hard on the land, and plough every day. The tiger felt great pity for his son and decided to take his son 
to live with him. He moved to the edge of the jungle near his son’s clearing and called to his son, “If you are 
not afraid, come with me. I can see that your older brother is not good to you and makes you work so hard 
in the field every day. I want to take you with me so you can study magical power, kawm txuj kawm ci. This 
will make you successful in the future.” Then Nu Ya saw the big tiger and said, “You are a tiger!
“I am a tiger, but I am really your father. If you are not afraid I will come out from the shadow of the jungle 
and come close to you. Then I can take you with me.”
“If you really are my father, then I am not afraid.”
After Nu Ya had said that the tiger emerged only partly from the shadows, but when Nu Ya saw him, he was 
so frightened he fell over in a dead faint. The tiger drew close and spit on his son. With that Nu Ya woke up 
and sat up. Now he was not afraid anymore, but got on the back of the tiger and they rode off together to live 
under a big rock.
Once settled, the tiger asked, “do you want to learn magic power?”
“O Father, but we’re in the middle of the jungle. How am I going to learn magic here?”
“Don’t worry, if you want to study I will find a teacher for you.” With that the tiger left and followed one 
of the paths that lead through the jungle when who should be passing that way but a famous teacher. (The tiger 
had used his magic power to get the teacher to be in that place.) The tiger grabbed the teacher and brought him 
to teach his son. After he had taught Nu Ya all he knew, the tiger thanked him and gave him silver and gold, 
peb siab nyiaj peb siab kub, and brought him back to his home.
Now that Nu Ya had learned to read and write the tiger asked him, “You want to learn about magic now?” 
The tiger went off and found another teacher, but this teacher knew only about magic. After he had taught Nu 
Ya all he knew, the tiger took him back.
Then the father asked, “Son, do you want fine clothes?”
“Who can make fine clothes for me here?”
“Don’t worry I’ll find that for you.” With that the tiger went off to where buffalo were grazing which be­
longed to a chief from a nearby village. Usually a slave girl watched the animals, but on this particular day the 
chiefs daughter had come along to help watch the buffalo. While the slave girl was dallying with a friend, the 
daughter of the chief amused herself alone. That is how the tiger found her and took her away to sew fine clothes 
for his son. She made him a fine jacket and trousers. Again the tiger rewarded her handsomely with silver and 
gold and took her back.
“Son, now do you want to get married? If you want to get married I’ll take you to meet your future wife. 
There is a chieftain of a city, xeev txwj laug. He has one daughter who is very clever. She knows everything. 
And she is also very beautiful. If you want her I’ll take you to marry her.”
Nu Ya agreed that he wanted to meet her. So the tiger took him up on his back. It was the time of the New 
Year’s celebration when young boys and girls play the ball game together. This is a very ancient courting game 
when girls throw balls to the boys. Whoever misses must pay a forfeit and sing special songs. To know many 
songs and to choose appropriate songs is a mark of cleverness. The tiger hid in the forest and sent Nu Ya to 
join in the games wearing his fine new clothes.
In this area there were three leaders, one the ruler of the county, one the ruler of the city and one the ruler 
of a section of the city. The ruler over 100,000 people had the most beautiful daughter while the daughters of 
the other rulers were not that pretty.
When Nu Ya began to play, all the girls liked him and wanted to marry him because he was so handsome 
and so clever. So he stayed and played ball with the girls for three days. Then his father said, “Everybody loves
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you. If you choose one girl, all the others want you too. Just take the daughter of the ruler over 100,000 men. 
I’ll pick you and her up at the edge of the town.”
So Nu Ya chose the most beautiful girl, daughter of the ruler over 100,000 men, and took her to the edge 
of the forest. When the tiger came out, everybody was terrified. Nu Ya grabbed his choice, and the tiger took 
them both off into the forest. The people cried out, ‘‘The tiger will eat them up!” But none dared to follow the 
tiger to save them. After staying away seven days, the tiger brought Nu Ya and the girl back so he could talk 
to the girl’s family. He brought along wine, rice, and a pig in order to make a fine feast for the girl’s family. 
That is how Nu Ya came back. The pig he brought was very big and already had all the bristles removed. With 
the tiger’s help he put the pig down outside the girl’s father’s house. Then he went to ask the girl’s family for 
permission to come inside. But the girl’s parents thought their daughter was dead and were jut preparing her 
memorial feast. They thought she had been eaten by a tiger.
“But if you want to rest, you may use our rice storage house,” they answered.
Then Nu Ya asked, “Why are you preparing a memorial feast? Who has died?”
“Because a big tiger ate our daughter.”
The girl Nu Ya ran off with was called Zer, Ntxawm, or young sister. She was not the very youngest. Her 
younger sister came out to see who the strangers were who were staying in the rice house. She looked and looked 
again and then went back to her parents.
“I went to see who was at the rice house and there I saw a girl who looks like Zer and with her is a fellow 
who looks just like Nu Ya, the young man who came here to play ball with us.”
Then the youngest sister went back to see the young couple with her parents.
“What happened to you, Zer? How did you manage to survive?”
Then Zer answered, “I am Zer. My father-in-law took me to marry with Nu Ya and now he has brought me 
back to make a wedding feast for you.”
The girl’s parents agreed with this and took the two young people inside the house. Nu Ya told them to look 
outside beside the house and they would find wine and a pig and everything else needed for a feast. So all the 
neej tsa, or relatives on the wife’s side, went outside to help carry the food into the house. They went to look 
at the pig. It was so big that its girth measured seven clenched hands. That is very big indeed for only two people 
to carry.
“How could you bring such a big pig?”
Then Nu Ya explained, “My father is king of the tigers. I myself am human. He took me to live with him 
so I could learn everything. My father says that you will be terrified of him because he is a tiger. But if you 
want to see him just hit a piece of metal three times and you will be able to see him for a second.”
The father-in-law wanted to meet the tiger, so Nu Ya hit a bell three times and the tiger emerged just a little 
bit. When the father-in-law saw what a big tiger he was he said, “Wait until dark and we will invite you into 
the house.” So they waited until dark and then had a feast inside the house. They gave the tiger a lot of wine 
to drink until he got drunk.
Next morning when it was getting light the tiger was still sound asleep and would not wake up. What to do? 
They took a rice winnowing tray. It was so large that it covered the entire tiger. They placed it over the tiger 
so their neighbors would not be able to see the tiger.
The sun had risen and the father-in-law went below the village to work on his farm. In the meantime the chief’s 
family living nearby, probably Lao or Chinese people, wanted to borrow a winnowing tray. They sent a daughter 
down to get it. She did not ask first, but walked right into the house. She was about to pick up the winnowing 
tray when she saw the tiger. She screamed with fright and ran back home. Nu Ya s father-in-law was very upset 
when he found out what had happened. He shook the tiger who finally awoke. In three mighty bounds the tiger 
was back in the forest. Quickly the father-in-law covered his tracks. Then he took a long coat with tiger stripes 
on the sleeves and put it where the tiger had been sleeping and again placed the rice pannier over it.
When the neighbors heard the girl tell what she had seen, they thought that their neighbor must be evil because 
he invited tigers to his house. So they took their weapons and rushed over to the house and picked up the winnow­
ing tray. But instead of a tiger all they found was the long coat with the striped sleeves. There was no tiger. 
Then the father-in-law argued that there never had been a tiger. Finally, the neighbors got angry at the Chinese 
or Lao girl who screamed that she saw the tiger and ended by killing her. Then the elders met in council and 
finally decided to hold the wedding. After the wedding the father-in-law walked with them to the edge of the 
forest. Nu Ya said, “Please go back home. We will stay in the forest.
So they went to live with the tiger. After some time had passed, the tiger turned to them and said, I have 
gotten everything ready for you. There is a war going on. Go back and help your brother. Use the knowledge 
I have given you to help him. Kav teb kav chaw, go become the leaders of your people. I am too old. I will
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accompany you for three days on the road and then I will go my own way. You go ahead. Your clothes are 
of silver and gold. They will protect you like armor. Whatever you do, do not rest. You must hurry back to 
your brother. Do not look back, just look- forward. Your magic is not complete until you get back to your brother. 
You must be careful. There are others who are more powerful than I am. Do not eat or drink at public places. 
People will rob you of your power. If they see your silver or touch you they can force you to stay in that place. 
They will not let you go.”
Then Nu Ya asked his father, “Will you come to help us if we get into trouble?”
“In three days you will be safely back to your brother’s country. Then you will have your full power.”
Then the tiger took them for three days along the way and finally left them to continue on their way. They 
walked and walked. On the second day they were getting close to their brother’s country, but by then they were 
so tired, so hungry, so thirsty. They sat down to rest near a village. The village had a well and they decided 
to go there to get some water to drink.
Now the chief of that village had a slave who happened to go to the well just when the orphan and his wife 
came there to drink.
“Oh, brother and sister, what fine clothes you have! Let me look at you and feel your clothes.”
The slave then proceed to count all the silver coins sewn on their clothes and went back to the village to tell 
the chief.
“I have never seen people before who have so much silver and gold,” the slave exclaimed. “They mut have 
gotten it from tigers and ghosts.”
When the chief heard this, he demanded to be taken to where the couple was resting. “I will take my neighbors 
with me and we will take cross-bows and guns. We will put our weapons around the village to all the places 
from which a tiger might come or ghosts might attack us. First we must protect the village and then we will 
talk to the couple.”
So the village chief and the other villagers set up weapons in the valley and on the mountain. Then they went 
to see Nu Ya and his bride. “If you do not stay with us, we will kill you,” they shouted at them.
“Oh, father, we did not obey you, please help us,” they wailed.
Then they could hear the tiger growl. He was coming to help them. But the villagers had set up weapons 
everywhere against him. He could not get through. He growled again so loud it made the earth shake. He came 
closer to them. Just then a cross-bow shot the tiger. With his last strength the tiger jumped three mighty leaps 
to their side. But the arrow was a poisoned arrow. The tiger could not walk, and as he was about to die he said, 
“You did not obey me. Now they have shot me and I will die. When I have died and they come to get you, 
ask them for a knife. Use it to cut my feet and hands. If you do that you will have a good life in the future.”
The village chief came up and demanded, “Will you come to live with us? Or must we kill you?”
Nu Ya was terribly afraid, but his wife kept her head and said, “Alright, we will live with you. Don’t kill 
us and we will work for you. We will be like your son and daughter-in-law. Please give us a knife so we can 
cut up the tiger.”
The chieftain agreed and told them to cut up the tiger any way they wished. Then Nu Ya cut the tiger’s ankles 
and took out two bracelets and two finger rings. He gave the bracelets to his wife and as she slipped them on, 
they grew into her flesh. In this way the young woman became as powerful as the tiger. She could now foretell 
the future. Before the tiger had died he had said these last words, “You are like Snake Boy, Nraug Nab, and 
Green Girl now, Nkauj Ntsuab, the first couple. You will become like gods. You must not let people touch you.”
With the new names the tiger had given them at his death, Nu Ya and his wife had gained powerful magic. 
They went to live in the village. But the people in the village conspired to kill Snake Boy so one of them could 
marry Green Girl.
About this time someone died in a neighboring village. The chief invited Snake Boy to accompany him to help 
the villagers mourn. But really he planned to kill Snake Boy. Green Girl immediately knew what was planned. 
So she told him, “Do not sleep. When all is quiet escape and come for me.”
Snake Boy went with the chief and his men. At midnight when all were asleep, Snake Boy arose and stole 
away. He ran to where Green Girl was waiting for him, arriving just as the rooster crowed.
Snake Boy slipped back into the house and arranged his bed clothes as though he were sleeping in them. Then 
he and Green Girl stole away. When the chief awoke he called his sons and Snake Boy. Snake Boy did not come. 
The leader, thinking that he was still sleeping rolled up in his bed clothes, started stabbing the bed clothes with 
his sword. Then he discovered there was no one sleeping there. Quickly they all ran to follow Snake Boy.
Snake Boy and Green Girl ran for three days and three nights, but the chief and his men were gaining on them. 
When they had almost caught up with them, Green Girl pulled out a hair from her head and shook it. A great 
river arose between them and the pursuers.
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But the chief and his men made a bridge and were soon gaining on them again. Snake Boy and Green Girl 
did not want to fight, so instead Green Girl pulled out two hairs from her head and shook them. A huge mountain 
and broad valley arose between them and their pursuers. But the chief and his men found a way across the moun­
tain and the valley and continued to follow them. Soon they were gaining on them again.
“Now what are we to do? We do not want to fight with them because now we are spirits. We want to go 
to our own space, to the other side of the world,” Green Girl said as she pulled out three hairs from her head. 
She took the three hairs and shook them north, south and with that she made half the world light and the other 
half dark. With that the couple escaped into the dark side. When the pursuers reached the place where they had 
been, they could not find them. But Green Girl and Snake Boy could not come back to help their brother. They 
no longer knew how to find him.
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“Farming in Laos” by Bee Vang.
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